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Art play in the field of early childhood education has been a subject, which is usually excluded 
from most early childhood curricula, because of a focus on common core subjects, such as 
literacy, math, and science. Any inclusion of art has been minimal and has not identified benefits 
concerning a child’s sense of self and self-identity.  By reviewing the relevant literature, this 
paper argues for the value of art and art play in early childhood education and explores its 
implementation in an early childhood classroom.  Using a qualitative methodology, this 
dissertation details a case study of three preschool children, using photography and textured 
painting during several art play sessions in a preschool classroom.  The study attempts to answer 
three questions of 1) how children may describe their sense of self through the comments they 
make about themselves in photo images that they have produced themselves, 2) what they may 
say about themselves and others in the drawings that they have produced, and 3) how they might 
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 CHAPTER ONE: 
INTRODUTION 
From an early age, children are presented with the same images of occupational success. 
Whether it be in children’s literature, television shows, from their parents, or expressed by the 
choice of toys made for them, from early on, kids are introduced to a narrow set of archetypal 
occupations to look up to. These images glorify doctors, astronauts, builders, and scientists.  
Social constructs hold the STEM (science, technology, engineering, and mathematics) 
disciplines as the height of achievement occupationally.  Our social conditioning to favor these 
subjects, comes at a cost to other areas of study that foster a well-functioning society. The arts 
are among those subjects most often maligned and defunded in public schools in America. If 
society does nothing to support and reexamine its relationship with early childhood education as 
it relates to art, it is possible that we may well be eliminating some crucial parts for a lasting 
idyllic civilization.  
 Art has the power to inspire, unify us, and improve our understanding of the world by 
introducing to us knowledge not found in STEM courses. As the arts focuses on humanity, self-
expression, emotions, symbolism, and other aspects of relating to one another not explored in 
STEM, it is imperative that we not ignore these vital qualities of human nature. Ultimately, the 
tools found in artistic vocations require that we consider those parts of us that extend beyond the 
material and calculable—that delves into the conscience.  Despite the importance of an artistic 
exploration of ourselves made possible by art, different forms of arts are regularly compromised 
in early childhood education, in favor of common core subjects (STEM). As funding for the arts 
continue to decrease, so does teachers’ support and attention to the subject.  This regularly 
affects the presence of art in preschool classrooms. This is especially important for a child who 
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may have a developmental need for art expression (such as those with autism, speech 
impediments, social incompetence, self-esteem issues, improving hand-eye-coordination, fine 
motor skills, etc.). Ideally, art may also me used as a therapeutic approach for at-risk children. 
Art’s ability to influence and affect children positively, especially those from impoverished 
backgrounds, is something I would come to know and experience intimately as someone with an 
environmentally problematic upbringing. 
As a former resident and student of the ghetto, I learned that the arts were a method for 
me to escape my surroundings. As a little child who grew up in a rough neighborhood 
surrounded by gang violence, hope was a difficult thing to imagine. Whatever detrimental 
influences that came in my direction, gang membership, drugs, vandalism, violence-- art 
thwarted them and reimagined my circumstances for me. I conquered despair in all its forms. I 
was attracted to bright colors. Painting and coloring gave me hope and comfort. When I painted, 
I felt that I was the happiest kid in the world, and when I colored, these bright colors always 
helped me overcome the rough days I lived. The trajectory of my own life, and the still fertile 
possibility for others in similar situations to rise above their problems, are the fuel for this 
research study.  
Specifically, this paper examines a few points of concern regarding art education in the 
U.S. The lack of art in school, its declining presence in early childhood education, and its 
integration/support from teachers are but some areas analyzed in this paper. While these issues 
are essential to ensuring that art has a place in childhood education, these problems pale in 
comparison to the lack of knowledge surrounding the usefulness of art during the early years. 
This research investigates primarily with how art can be used as a method for bringing to fore 
children’s self-identity awareness.  
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Through examination of their own artwork, the researcher aims to categorize children’s 
perception of their artistic ability. It is the researcher’s belief that through self-assessment of 
one’s art that children will be able to manifest a qualitative appreciation for the process of art, 
thereby doing, develop a growing aesthetic for art critique. Though not necessary for an 
appreciation of art, it is the researcher’s hypothesis that those who can access for themselves the 
visual beauty of something they have created, that they are better equipped to understand the 
work, precision, time, and effort utilized by others to create art.  
By logging and analyzing interviews of children’s critique of their own work, the 
researcher will have created an archive of art criticism to be useful in future academic study. 
This is one manner of answering the proposed research questions. The other two research 
questions might be approached by engaging the children directly with artmaking.  
Though, finger painting, folk art, puppet-making, and designing holiday cards are 
exercises familiar to early learning, the concept of photography is one rarely executed in the 
curriculum. The following paper inspects children’s photography. Little research exists on 
children’s perception of themselves in photographs. Nor is there a reliable record of how 
children reflect on their sense of self identity through the perspective of their photography—
while also searching for aesthetic value and meaning.  
Finally, this paper probes children’s sense of self and feelings for their classmates 
through drawing and textured paining. What research exists on children creating drawing or 
textured paint fails to implicate the necessary component of art, that of self-reflection. By 
exploring how children discover a sense of self and absorb how they relate to their peers socially, 
educators will be better equipped to understand a child’s sense of self.  
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This paper presents a study of a qualitative research study, exploring the value of art in 
promoting the sense of self-identity in children.  In specific, this study will explore the role of 
two specific art media—textured painting and photograph—in developing children’s sense of 
identity in an early childhood classroom in Harlem, NY.   
Particularly, this dissertation details a case study of three preschool children exploring 
their articulation of self through art.  In the following section, the purpose, significance, the 
author’s positionality, and the relevant literature review are presented.  
Purpose 
The purpose of this study is to draw attention to art’s ability to improve children’s sense 
of self-identity. This study is proposed to support the benefits of art in education of young 
children.  As such it is hoped that what will be gained as a result of this study is a greater 
appreciation for art early childhood education programs. Ideally, what research gathered here 
will be included in the annuls of early childhood discourse on the subject of a child’s sense of 
self as produced through art.  
Significance 
Findings from this research may answer questions regarding the role that art can play in 
children’s ability to recognize themselves in their artwork.  The study may clarify to what extent 
does art influence a child’s external and internal sense of self. Ideally, this study will be 
beneficial in developing policies toward supporting art in early childhood education. Early 
childhood educators who serve children in places where art is underfunded might gain valuable 




Positionality of the Researcher 
The inspiration urging me to take on this research was made possible by my unique 
background as an early childhood educator in New York City. It is because of my experiences as 
a teacher, that I believe I am best suited to speak to these issues, and give voice to children who 
had no educational option, except for what was offered in their curriculum.  
I grew up an African American male in one of Chicago’s worst housing development 
projects, Ida B. Wells, on the city’s notoriously gang-populated southeast side. A child of a 
domestically violent home, in which drug abuse was common, there were few refuges for me.  I, 
like most other children in my community, had no chance to stave off the call of hounding drug 
dealers, and ruthless outcasts looking to corrupt the willing.  Often, children would lose out to 
the drums of gang warfare and become able contributors to either their own destruction, or to the 
corrosion of their communities.  Not being one easily taken in by weak advances and the whims 
of the majority, in my youth, I decided that such a life would not be for me.  So, nearing the end 
of my senior year of high school, I joined the AmeriCorps program City Year and volunteered 
my time and services to work towards bettering my ravaged community. Working with other 
like-minded individuals, together, we built playgrounds, and participated regularly in activities 
that featured the arts and involved children of the community. Admittedly, I carried no personal 
talents in the arts, but my interest had always been strong.  
Once I left the program, I found that my need to connect with my community was 
growing, and so I enrolled in college and specialized in early childhood education. At the Olive 
Harvey Child Development Laboratory Center, I received a singular education in child 
development.  I explored identification of, and possible solutions to issues uniquely faced by 
children of minority and lower income households.  I would later incorporate and share such 
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issues and solutions with my own students, who were children of color and working class 
parents. The lessons I learned as a teacher, fostered my life’s dedication to children in urban 
communities.  It was in my position as a teacher that I realized my potential to influence 
children.  
My first employer was a sponsoring agency for a Head Start Program, a social program 
offering services to lower-income families and their children. This seemed an ideal match. 
However, the particular job limitations which were imposed on me were not. I was very limited 
in terms of my teaching authority. There were so many restrictions placed in the classroom that, 
in my view, served to limit children’s learning, rather than enhance it. I learned that art was the 
sole area in which I could wedge some flexibility. Once I had this, there was no stopping me. I 
began researching lessons, utilizing art in ways that would enhance children’s development.  I 
was pleased to learn that there were many such lessons, and most of them featured play as the 
central component. This was a thrilling discovery, and it would follow me throughout my 
graduate studies.  
These circumstances propelled my decision to probe the potential of art in enhancing 
self- identity development in urban early childhood centers.  In particular, I became interested to 
look at the influence of art on children’s a sense of self-identity.  It is my hope that my study will 








LITERATURE REVIEW  
 What is Art?  
The definition of art often changes depending on who is defining it, which could mean 
that the public’s understanding of art is poor and rudimentary. Merriam Webster defines art as 
the conscious use of skill and creative imagination especially in the production of aesthetic 
objects.  However, Art is often considered as a knowledge that is too fragmented to have a 
general consensus.  Deciding what art is, Armstrong (1996) explains, should be determined on 
the basis of the artist’s intention, of which self-identity is a central element.  Danto (2013) 
suggests that art has been unduly misrepresented and segmented—and that attributing any 
specific idea to the concept is a fruitless exercise.  Art means different things to different people. 
Experts routinely discover and / or suggests new areas in the art. For example, Jackson (2007), 
Henne (2009), and Opondo (2014) support the notion that oral storytelling is a form of art.  This 
brings into consideration the possibility that art maybe represented through different levels and 
types of abilities of the individual, and thus drawing support for the idea that anyone can produce 
what might be considered a work of art, irrespective of the media.  Gone are the days where art 
was understood to be an expression made on canvas, a sculpture, or a performance.   
Despite a lack of an agreed-upon definition of art, its purpose and usefulness seem to be 
less controversial.  Art’s usefulness has been represented in several areas of knowledge.  For 
example, art has even been shown successful in improving how nursing students absorb 
knowledge (Chan 2014).  In terms of its purpose, Griebling (2011) explains that the purpose of 
art is to delve deeper into how we relate to one another, which make it possible to understand 
how art may be used to enhance children’s sense of self -- since relating to others is a component 
8 
 
of the self-identity domain of development.  If he is correct, then early childhood development 
experts and teachers should be involved in exploring the use of art in education of young 
children.  However, some art scholars note that in general, teachers are rarely involved in a 
discussion of the relationship between arts and identity of children; and that they seldom take 
advantage of their own emotional attachment to producing any artistic works of their own (For 
an example see Mages, 2016).  From Mages (2016) perspective, this latter might have 
contributed to a disconnect between teacher’s involvement with their students’ sense of self 
development as it relates to art.   
Qualifying the Importance of Art in Early Childhood Education  
Gaztambide-Fernandez (2008), questions the extraneous pressures placed on artists to 
perform and to outdo people’s expectations of their art—thus, creating for the artists a 
relationship that focuses on production rather than the uninhibited spectrum of processes one 
experiences in the creation of art.  Dutton (2006) recognizes the process of art production is a 
multi-tiered one.  In his view the tiers of art are the process of creation, the object of creation, 
and the experience the creator has throughout.  However, these processes eliminate a large 
component of the art culture, that is the consumer aesthetic pleasure.  Artists must make a living 
off their art—creating to please their buyers—even sometimes creating solely with a buyer’s 
pleasure in mind (Battenfield 2009; Duncan 2013; Baker, Gibson and Leatherwood 2016; Scott 
2016).  This raises the question that if aesthetics is an important goal in art production, then how 
can art be qualified to be part of the education of children early on?    
Some art scholars insist that aesthetic shrewdness is an admirable trait for children to 
develop (Acer, 2015).  However, the emphasis on appealing to aesthetics in art is a subject losing 
favor among some art authorities, since doing otherwise may reduce artists’ propensity to want 
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to produce errorless works.  However, it can be argued that an artist’s urge to focus on aesthetics 
may indicate a desire by the artist to achieve perfection.  Osborne (2004) believes that the 
contemporary art is a field without aesthetics, and that its admirers are living in a post-aesthetic 
age.  Elkins and Naef (2011) question the idea that images must have any aesthetic worth.  
Instead they state that images have a nature separate from the viewpoints imposed upon them. 
This attention towards reducing the emphasis made on an aesthetic precision is underlined by 
Armstrong (1996), who believes reproducing the likeness of a subject in an art form does not 
validate a work of art.   
Austin (2016), criticizes artists’ insistence that a piece should be flawless or precise. He 
suggests instead that artists’ works should undergo several iterations before completion, because 
of factors unrelated to ego and more to do with personal satisfaction.  A reduced emphasis on 
ability in producing a work of art that is focused on exactness of images, or on aesthetics is 
encouraging for the prospect of art in early learning.   Young children seldom demonstrate 
having developed the necessary skills to emotionally accept their artistic failings (Rostan 2005; 
Saevi and Eilifsen, 2008; Chan, Chan, and Chau, 2009; Hsiao, 2010; Drake, 2014).  Therefore, 
supporting children in any kind of artistic creation is beneficial to their development-- regardless 
of the variability in their ability level (Trautner and Milbrath 2008).  Such a perspective qualifies 
any forms of arts in early childhood education that does not focus on aesthetics or exactness, and 
instead is concerned with the process of creation.   
Art is an Exclusive Field 
 The arguments above may provide reasons to believe that the concept of art is not only 
fluid and evolving but is inclusive of various forms and media.  Similarly, from what was 
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discussed, it may be discerned that art allows for a diversity in the level of ability, age, and even 
socioeconomic status of the artist.  However, these are far from the truth.   
For the most part, the perception remains that art is an exclusive field.  For example, art 
experts have repeatedly brought to the attention issues of gender bias in the field (Perry 1999; 
Miller 2016).  Similarly, child advocate artists have worked toward reversing prejudices that 
exist against young artists (Striker 2001; Yenawine 2013).  In this and in similar regards, art 
elitism and exclusivity continue to be an extremely critical and discerning prospect, one which 
has contributed to the continuation of art to stay removed from the education of economically 
disadvantaged children.   
The Role of Art Play in Early Learning  
The concept of Art play has been defined as the use of art, in concert with play, as a way 
to promote developmental in children (Ceglowski 1997).  The foundation of an early childhood 
classroom is an emphasis on play (Ceglowski 1997; Brostrom 1998; O’Connor 2011).  However, 
play, as a viable instrument for learning has met with criticism from parents, educators, and 
policy makers (Nicolopoulou 2010; Harrison 2011; O’Connor 2011). The criticism of play focus 
on three issues: 1) play is frivolous, 2) it over-emphasizes a child’s sense of imagination, and 3) 
it is hard to use in assessment for gauging the child’s progress.  In addition to this criticism, there 
has been a movement in early childhood to increase the curricular focus in the sciences, 
technology, math and to some extent, the arts (Kernan & Devine 2009; Nicolopoulou 2010; 
Edwards & Cutter-Mackenzie 2013).  
 By attributing an educational value to art, the critics of play in early childhood program 
may unwittingly ascribe to the arts its long-argued-for appreciation as a pedagogical method of 
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instruction. This is at least a positive gesture toward recognizing the importance of art in early 
education.  However ironically, by suggesting that art has an unquestionable worth in the 
classroom, the opponents of play miss the intertwined relationship between art and play. In fact, 
art and play synchronize so well with one another that to isolate one topic from the other means 
to misinterpret the outcomes, and motivations of the arts (Kernan, & Devine, 2009; Singer, 2013; 
Stone, 2013). As such, it is pertinent to those studying and advocating for the benefits of play in 
early childhood education to understand the intrinsic underpinnings of art and play, and their 
combination into an overarching subject as ‘art play.’  
The case for art play as a crucial element in early learning environments has found 
considerable traction in both research and practice among educators (Stone, 2003; Edwards & 
Cutter-Mackenzie 2013; Singer, 2013). However, despite the growing number of research in 
support of art play, there is a persisting skepticism on the topic (Bodrova, 2008; Nicolopoulou, 
2010; Harrison, 2011; O’Connor, 2011).  This skepticism may stem from parents, who may 
perceive that their children would not receive a serious education by doing activities that they 
could easily do at home.  On the other hand, policy makers and funders may perceive it wasteful, 
if funds are shifted toward art education, where in their view, the economic needs dictate a focus 
on science, math, and technology in education.  
 As mentioned, art and play work and synchronize well together.  Play has an inherent 
accessible and enjoyable characteristic, which helps children to be open and responsive to what 
is happening around them (Brostrom1998; Stone 2003). This trait works well with the open-
ended and unencumbered activities that are required to create art. To be an active participant in 
art, one must feel free to express oneself (Chan 2014; Burkitt & Lowry, 2015). Abandoning their 
reservations about their skills limitations, children who learn as they play are far likelier to be 
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candid interpreters and creators of art (Clements & Fiorentino, 2004; Elizabeth, 2014). 
Additionally, play inspires children to be adventurous and conscious explorers.  
The freeness of play, and its intricate characteristics result in children unwittingly 
adapting themselves to play in the idyllic fashion they imagine (Nicolopoulou, 2010; Harrison 
2011; O’Connor 2011). As such, as they run, interact with others, handle and navigate their 
worlds, objects, toys, and other paraphernalia, children harness different learning opportunities 
(Santrock 2011; Burns, Johnson, & Assaf 2012). For example, dramatic play has already shown 
to support various motor skills, spatial awareness, language acquisition, and problem -solving 
skills (Clements & Fiorentino, 2004; Santrock, 2011; Burns, Johnson, & Assaf, 2012; Zask, 
Barnett, Rose, et al., 2012; Gehris, Gooze, & Whitaker, 2015; Zach, Inglis, Fox, Berger, & Stahl 
2015). As children learn during play in the manner that best fits them, they adapt their abilities 
gradually and accordingly (Adams, 1998; Edwards, Gandini, & Forman, 1998; Widerstrom, 
2005; Huntington, Buckner, & Bassuk, 2008; Zask et al., 2012). Much of these transfers over in 
the process of art creation.   
In art play modular improvements are made to children’s developmental skill level (Stone 
2003; Harrison 2011). Several scholars have noted that a natural outcome of art play in children 
is skills improvements in several areas of development in the child, specifically in the areas of 
fine motor, spatial awareness, gross motor, and language development (Santrock 2011; Burns, 
Johnson, & Assaf 2012; Gehris, Gooze, & Whitaker 2015). In other words, when children 
approach art in the same manner that they delve into their play experiences, the developmental 
outcomes of play are synchronized with those of arts (Stone 2003; Edwards & Cutter-Mackenzie 
2013; Singer 2013).   
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The union of art and play allows for borrowing from opportunities each provides, as well 
as magnifying each other’s strengths.  Children use art tools and materials to guarantee their 
works would appear as close to what their mind imagine and their abilities can produce 
(Ceglowski 1997; Bodrova 2008; Singer 2013). Thus, teachers would be able to actively track 
children’s progress during the process of art play through purposeful monitoring, yet seldom 
interfering in the process (Schiller 1995; Gradle 2006). This is the ideal pedagogic practice 
among experts and supporters of art play (Edwards & Cutter-Mackenzie 2013).  
Regardless of the importance of art play in education, art and play in combination remain 
elusive in early childhood education in the United States. This is particularly so in publicly 
funded early childhood education for economically disadvantaged children.   
Art in Early Childhood Programs for Economically Disadvantaged Children  
In the education of young children, a teacher’s approach to art should be like an open-
ended form of play (Cromwell, E., & Cromwell, E. 2000; Ahn & Filipenko 2007).  The teacher’s 
ability to inspire children’s creativity is perhaps the strongest motivation for children, giving 
significant onus to teachers to be themselves, the examples in what they teach.  
In the United States, the publicly funded early childhood programs are often driven by a 
focus on academic readiness through severely structured and teacher-directed classrooms.  These 
programs focus on promoting early reading and literacy development through traditional 
teaching means. This has led to a less democratic view of education in early childhood, which 
has undermined the child as a participant in their learning process (Darling-Hammond 2005; 
Crocco 2007; Valli 2007; Hanafin 2009; Good 2013).  Therefore, a child’s self is diminished, 
and thereby their aptitude for success is compromised.   
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In such programs, young children often lose a vital aspect of their own learning abilities 
to a formulaic and nondemocratic curriculum.  At the same time, because teachers do not 
encourage students’ creativity, they are unsuccessful in recognizing a child’s true learning 
potential. As Naude (2014) explains, tapping a child’s learning potential is hardly possible 
without a recognition of the child’s sense of self and creative skills.  In reality, however, early 
childhood teachers seem too occupied with academic abilities and not creative potentials.    
In preschool and early primary grades, where teaching art itself as a subject is concerned, 
teachers generally use one of two approaches (Micthell, 2006).  Micthell (2006) describes the 
first approach as the most common form of art instruction, in which the teacher is a goal or norm 
setter.  In this approach, the teacher primarily teaches the students normative work skills, art 
techniques and the vocabulary that are accepted by the society; a society that values the end 
product.  A second, less common teaching approach in art is where the teacher encourages 
creativity, originality and personal expression of the child.  In this approach the teacher is not 
concerned with any specific skills and techniques, but rather motivates spontaneous artistic 
expressions and activities.  Therefore, art is regarded as an outlet for imagination. Teachers who 
use such an approach, often shy away from normative art production and performance, and rather 
focus on the process (Micthell, 2006).  With the exception of Reggio Emilia (which will be 
discussed later), this second approach is foreign in the field of early childhood education in the 
United States.   
Several scholars have warned against the traditional approach in teaching art, which 
labels the end product as artistic, only when meeting specific criteria. Henderson and Slattery 
(2008) reject the tendency for educators to pigeonhole students’ artistic endeavors by requiring 
that they stick to such identity limiters. Such a view likely leads to teachers being unable to 
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openly approach, critique, or aid the student in the production of art. Burkitt (2015) has noted 
educators and parents, both, struggle similarly with how best to support their children’s artistic 
aptitude. In writing on the necessity to officiate a global dialogue on the merits of art education 
for children, Wexler (2009) explains that the negative stigma attached to the “school art” is 
insulting to children’s efforts. She comments on parents’ duty to resist the urge to devalue their 
children’s artwork (Wexler, 2009).  
Similarly, today, most early childhood classroom settings either hinder, or fail to 
encourage children from creating what they want (Follari 2007).  Kids are too often coached to 
draw, a family portrait, their favorite pet, or a familiar object (Rose, 1999). By giving children 
unsolicited artistic opportunities and allowing them to create whatever they wish, children can 
choose autonomously what interests them (Rose 1999; Lukie, 2014). Meanwhile, their teachers 
can reflect on their students’ outputs, assessing their work for depth of knowledge, skill, 
emotional connections, nuance, hand-eye coordination, and fine motor skills (Rose 1999; Follari 
2007).  The exception is the Reggio Emilia approach.  
The Reggio Emilia Approach 
 Known by its city’s namesake, Reggio Emilia, is an approach to the education of 
children, which encourages children’s creativity, and use of art throughout their education.  
Indeed, in this approach art has been known to be the many “languages of children.” Reggio 
Emilia is a city in the Northern Italy.  During the aftermath of World War II, parents led by a 
teacher, built a school and created this approach to educate their children who had been out of 
school due to the war (Hewett 2001; Lash, Monobe, Kursun, and Black 2016).  
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 The Reggio Emilia is a child-centered approach, which is known for articulating an 
educational philosophy which emphasizes three primary areas of teaching and learning; (1) that 
teacher’s involvement in the learning process is not only encouraged but that it is crucial to a 
child’s development; (2) that the classroom itself can be a teacher; and (3) that children are 
thoughtful contributors to their own learning, and should be given respect (Hewett, 2001; Vakil, 
Freeman and Swim, 2003).   
 In this approach the environment acts as the third teacher-- after the teacher and the child- 
in the learning process.  The importance of the classroom environment in art education has been 
articulated by Dehouske (2006).  He contends that communication about art and its place in 
children’s lives should be discussed as it relates to the classroom environment.  In his opinion, it 
is in the classroom where the children can gain a satisfactory understanding, and benefit from a 
relaxed art instruction.  However, what makes the Reggio Emilia’s approach successful is the 
Reggio teachers’ understanding and experiences with art itself, that has driven the work of 
children in the classroom environment.    
From the perspective of the Reggio, children’s interaction with other children and their 
parents is vital to their learning (Schiller, 1995).  Although, teachers have broad goals, they take 
the child’s lead in the developmental lessons that they teach (Schiller, 1995). Hewett (2001), 
characterizes teachers in the Reggio, as having a more supplementary or peripheral role.  He 
maintains that teachers are co-learners and co-collaborators.  In this mode, teachers do not direct 
lessons and activities, but rather be as assistants to children in providing aid when needed, and to 
query, encourage, and motivate children’s own self-governed explorations (Schiller, 1995; 
Hewett, 2001). Schiller (1995), maintains that Reggio Emilia teaches instructors to give technical 
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advice to their students—offering direct instructions only on the proper operation of tools and the 
like. 
In Reggio approach teachers are cautioned against overly inviting themselves into the 
learning process. Although, teachers have the power to stimulate creativity, the teaching power 
has its limitations (Cutcher, 2013).  The teaching and learning experience should resemble a 
loose game of tug-and-pull, with teachers providing little resistance to students’ self-guided 
adventures, and acting.  Teachers could be regarded as wranglers, preventing the child from self-
injury or destroying equipment (Hewett 2001; Tarr 2001; Vakil, et.al 2003). This is the essence 
of teaching philosophy in the Reggio Emilia approach, which describes well how creativity is 
promoted in such classrooms.  
Honoring students’ abilities is another facet of Reggio Emilia’s classrooms (Hewett, 
2001; Vakil, Freeman and Swim, 2003).  Tarr (2001) reflects on Reggio children’s ability to be 
engaged and conscious learners, and to absorb complex, rich, and intense components of their 
environment. Such an acknowledgement of children’s abilities has been routinely ignored in the 
U. S. early childhood education policy and practice (Bailey 2013). The Reggio Emilia approach 
encourages teachers to be cognizant of children’s work in a way that is respectful and takes them 
seriously as growing contributors to their society and their own education (Cutcher 2013).  
In a scenario involving a Reggio teachers’ use of a digital camera, Davies (1996), 
remarks upon children’s autonomy as possible agents in their learning. In this example, the 
children are exploring an outdoor scene and a child instinctively poses for the impromptu photo-
op, pointing her finger in the direction of a budding lily. The author asks if the child, herself, is 
an agent of discovery by volunteering herself to pose as an instructor in the photograph.  
Similarly, Davies asks whether the teacher is the agent of motivation by capturing the picture, or 
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whether the camera itself is the mediator between the teacher, the subject, and the student 
(Davies 1996).   
Cutcher (2013) admires such circumstances as the foundations of teacher-student 
relationships, as they speak to the possible existence of mutual respect between the parties—and 
notes this as positive. This example of children’s ability to authorize and contribute to their 
learning is a clear example of Reggio Emilia’s approach at work.  Further, Cutcher (2013) 
regards children as having remarkable prescience when art is the subject. This observation is 
foundational to the coexistence of art education and the Reggio Emilia Approach. In Cutcher’s 
(2013) view, the Reggio Emilia approach dictates that children have at their disposal, hundreds 
of figurative languages. Lash (2016) explains that children have a number of modes by which 
they can express themselves and interpret the world around them.  Among these languages are 
poetry, graphical representations, metaphors, symbols, and other artistic modes of 
communication (Cutcher 2013; Lash 2016).  Schiller (1995) submits that art should be admired 
as a discipline and supports its innate capacities for promoting symbolic language. She finds that 
children love exploring with various art media and that young children enjoy talking about art 
(Schiller 1995).  
As described earlier, the final component of a successful Reggio Emilia approach is the 
observance of the environment as the third teacher (Hewett, 2001; Tarr, 2001; Mitchell, 2007; 
Davies, 1996; Cutcher, 2013).  Tarr (2001), recognizes the classroom environment itself as a 
style, and a factor which attributes to an aesthetic aspect in early childhood classrooms.  Tarr 
indicates the trimming and colored paper motifs used to display children’s drawings in typical 
early childhood classrooms, is a possible indication that such works receive a minimal display 
treatment compared to what one might see with adult art.  In fact, in North American preschools 
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there is a penchant for classrooms to model such multi-sensory visuals as a focal point (Tarr, 
2001). This idea is disloyal to the Reggio Emilia approach, which believes that students’ work to 
be taken seriously and displayed beautifully (Cutcher 2013).  
Cutcher, (2013) argues that creativity is stunted in typical early childhood classrooms in 
the U.S. due to the marginalization of art in schools, and over emphasize of standardized testing. 
Moreover, he asserts that Reggio Emilia is art-based and spurns the counterintuitive nature of 
tests. From the Reggio perspective, the outdoor environment provides an ideal catalyst for 
students to learn of their place in the world (Cutcher, 2013). This will allow children to engage 
with trees and plant life, and to take ownership of the maintenance of their school grounds and 
neighborhoods (Cutcher, 2013).  Some have argued that activities such as gardening and taking 
to the streets might do more harm than good to children. Davies (1996) considers such thinking 
as “cliché”.  He argues that children must be as without boundary as is reasonably acceptable 
(Davies, 1996).  
Thus, as far as art is concerned, the Reggio Emilia approach seems to be an 
unencumbered approach to the education of young children (Schiller 1995; Hewett 2001).  
Process Art in Early Childhood Education 
 In contemporary research promoted by the National Association for Education of Young 
Child (NAEYC), there is a large criticism against teachers who compare children’s art against 
one another. These critics have also objected to teachers’ use of praise of the final product 
created by a child in an arts-focused setting (Illeris 2005). The issue amongst the critics of praise 
is not the teacher’s intention, but the child’s perception, as a result of being praised.  
Accordingly, teachers who direct their praise toward a finished artwork, inadvertently 
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communicate to children what specific examples exist of an approvable artwork.  In art, this kind 
of positive reinforcement creates a force field of expectation that may be difficult for some 
children to live up to. Experts find that the best resolution to this issue is to shift the emphasis 
from the physical end result, to the process of making art.  This is called process art.  Process art 
is defined as any art form, in which its manner of creation is more prominent a concern than, the 
work that has been created (Mitchell, 2006). Process art has shown wide appeal amongst early 
childhood educators, with many of them favoring specific forms of art over others. 
Doing this may eliminate children’s possible anxiety around the perfection of their work. 
But, reducing praise from finished work also has a second benefit. By honoring the process by 
which children complete work, teachers nurture children’s creativity and confidence, while 
reinforcing the themes of art as a transfer of meaning and emotions from mind to expression 
(Burnett & Haydon, 2017).  Children will then feel less encumbered and pressured to perform, 
and thus will feel less guilty about making mistakes.  
Preschool children need to be convinced that what they are doing, and its process is more 
important than the outcome. Educators categorize this type of learning as process art (Mitchell, 
2006). Art of this category is infused with methods, materials, narratives, coaching, and positive 
reinforcement geared towards improving children’s perceptions of what art is. The more children 
begin to build their appreciation for art, the better prepared teachers will be to introduce more 
complicated art media to their classroom environments. Educators are reinventing their approach 
to art in their classrooms by revising their methods of teaching art in a way that is substantive 
and respectful of this process (Mitchell, 2006).  
Of the least favored forms of process art in early childhood are splatter painting and 
playing musical instruments (Mitchell, 2006).  In regard to splatter painting, teachers cite 
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difficulty in discerning whether children have inwardly contemplated their actions before 
creating their works as this creative process is often brief and erratic.  Teachers usually explain 
that if their children are to be said to be displaying any emotion during this process, it is that of 
pure elation. Playing musical instruments is another art form teachers find cumbersome as a 
process art. There is no consensus as the reasons for this. Many of the reasons cited range 
between issues with the complexity of the instruments given the young nature of their students 
and the varying degrees of aptitude, to complaints of noise disturbance.   
Art activities ideal for process art typically favored by early childhood teachers include, 
textured painting, finger painting, sculpture, photography, macaroni art, glitter art, dough 
making, collage making, and sketching. Early childhood teachers lean more towards these forms 
of art, because these activities seem to be engaging for children. With each of the selected art 
mediums, as opposed to splatter painting and playing musical instruments 
Advocates of process art in early childhood suggest that teachers should coach students 
on how to first appreciate their work while doing art, and second encourage children to be in the 
moment.  This means that teachers should convey to children that their art will be better served if 
they concentrate on how the process of making it makes them feel. For example, children might 
comment on their work during the creation of their art if it stirs up emotions of sadness, 
loneliness, frustration, joy, bravery, anxiety, and so on.  Providing children’s expressions with 
substantive feedback, teachers may inquire why such emotions happened, if they were 
dissipating, or if they persisted.  
Such conversations may help teachers to plan lessons around children’s expression 
emotions and analyzing their meanings (Boyatzis & Albertini, 2001).  They may also help 
teachers better prepared to address the child’s misgivings about their home life, which is often 
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the content of children’s work in the context of their artistic work (Burkitt, Barrett, & Davis 
2003).  Teachers will also glean from children’s responses regarding the process, whether current 
art models need to be tweaked to adhere to a variety of learning styles, skills, attention spans, and 
other qualities that may alert teachers of students’ learning.  
Process art is not without its critics. Critics fear that encouraging process art in children 
will lead to unskilled creations later in life (Burkitt, Barrett, & Davis 2003). These concerns are 
unfounded and unreasonable. There is little reason to suspect that allowing children to appreciate 
the process of art, will result in future laziness in art. In fact, the reverse has been cited. Some 
scholars have explained that an early relationship with art will result in less anxiety surrounding 
the field and would lead to more interest in the art (Boyatzis & Albertini, 2001). They argue that 
a focus on art product instead of the process art, will result in an unintentional competition 
between peers to perform well and widen the population of artists (Boyatzis & Albertini, 2001).  
One form of process art that has not been explored in early childhood is textured painting.   
Young Children, Self-Identity, and Culture  
In their work studying newborns and infants, Rochat and Hespos (1997), find that as 
young as a few weeks, newborns begin to display indications that they recognize themselves to 
be an entity which exists outside of objects surrounding them. They attributed their touching 
their face as signs of knowledge of self. These facial activities, as is found in their research, 
appear to be heightened when the child was hungry. The researchers use a mirror to study the 
recognition of self. There has been criticism to the validity of measurement in use of this test.   
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Laboratory studies of sense of self in children may be limiting, in that it may restrain 
research on this topic into following only a specific laboratory procedure to study the sense of 
self or self-identity in children.  
To properly grasp the meaning behind a child’s sense of self, one must examine the 
definition.  Rübeling,  Keller;  Yovsi;  Lenk; Schwarzer;  Kühne (2011) refer to the self as the act 
of having one’s own opinions, inner feelings, and having competitive qualities. Here, the reliance 
of the self on external forces must be considered. In other terms, self is weighed as an existence 
that lives amidst the existence of others. In this regard, Rübeling, et. al (2011) posits that to 
better connect with and challenge one’s perception of a sense of self, one must not discount the 
necessity to contend with one’s absorption of outside influences.  
In their study, Rübeling et. al, (2011) observed children’s drawings from completely 
different cultures to ascertain if a difference exists in children’s sense of self when the child has 
been raised under disparate circumstances. Their study consisted of preschool age children 
drawing both portraits of themselves and pictures of them with their entire family. They found 
that the children from different cultured depicted themselves in drawings differently, from one 
another.  For example, children from Cameron drew themselves on a significant smaller scale 
than their German counterparts.  German children consistently drew themselves on a larger scale 
than did Cameroon children.  Opposite to the Cameron’s culture of tribalism that necessitates 
acts of unity and interdependence within a larger tribal identiy, the Germans hold a high position 
of individuals, and regard their selfhood as unique and powerful.  
They pointed that such would indicate a sense of self is heavily influenced by culture and 
one’s upbringing. Within these terms, the self is purely a reflection of one’s surroundings. In 
their investigation, Rübeling et al., (2011) explain that talent is of no consequence here. 
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Environment is what determines how children view themselves. Upon study, a sense of self is to 
be determined from a confluence of culture, peer pressure, parenting, and esteem.  
A sense of self, therefore, involves children’s experiences in life, which shapes their 
character and allows them to integrate into their knowledge of self, a sense of self-identification-
- from what is absorbed from their society.   A familial relationship may also bear some 
significance in children’s idea of self (Bohanek 2006).   
Similarly, cultural gender roles may influence a child’s sense of self and self-identity.  In 
a study of children’s art, Bosacki and Varnish (2008), discovered that girls’ drawings tended to 
portray themselves in activities that could be done alone, like cooking, dancing, or reading. 
Conversely, boys drew themselves in team activities, like engaged in sports and or video games.  
Alternately, Humphrey (2003), found that the self is but an accumulation of ideas solely 
about ones’ self. Further, such notions are propelled by an urgency to ascribe to ideals that are 
shared by the society as admirable. In this light, one’s sense of self may be cultivated by what 
society deems acceptable. Humphrey (2003), also submits that the self is developed appreciably 
by the child’s education and teachers, with the most crucial figure of their young lives outside of 
their parents being their teacher.  A teacher’s guidance is significant on how a child begins to 
understand the limits of their sense of self.  Shu-Fang Dien (2000), agrees that attributing that a 
sense of self is an extension of life-span cultivation from external social forces, such as culture, 
school, and classroom.  
Research has shown that children possess self-consciousness much earlier than 
previously thought of (Shatz, 1994; Sperry & Smiley, 1995).  For example, young children are 
able to demonstrate their understanding of their own likability and attractiveness through noting 
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others’ interests in their appearance (Cicchetti & Beeghly, 1990; Malle & Hodges, 2005).  
Although some have argued that children are fully capable of forming their identity outside of 
their culture (Crocetti, 2017), there is an agreement among scholars that children’s idea of 
themselves stems largely from their surroundings, people in their environment as well as the 
culture around them (Cha, 2017; Aronson & Bialostok, 2016; Olsson, Dahlberg, & Theorell 
2016).  Chen (2009) finds that culture is one of those most potent examples of self-identity 
available to children.  In fact, culture might not only be integral to how a child classifies 
themselves, it maybe the central component (Srinivasan, 2014). For this reason, a child’s 
household is their primary means of connecting with who they believe themselves to be. As 
noted by Aronson & Bialostok (2016), and Olsson, et al. (2016), this phenomenon is not specific 
to children living in the United States. Across the world, children display early characteristics of 
defining who they are by terms that are in alignment with their surrounding cultural practices and 
values.  
Perhaps, children create their idea of themselves through music, art, and story-telling that 
represent their culture. The sculpting of a child’s personal narrative, self-esteem, and self-
proposed idea of who they are is reflected in the artistic and musical representations of their 
culture. Some authors have indicated that children identify with themselves in different manners 
concerning music and other artistic mediums (White 2016). These manners are due in large part 
to the influence of art forms, themes, and traditions that vary from culture to culture.   
Other ways in which children may know themselves include gender, race, class, and age, 
that are not covered here for the purposes of this study. Though most of these traits in some ways 
impact artistic expression, it seems that despite these distinctions, children largely gravitate 
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towards culture than any other self-identifying quality (Halim, Ruble, Tamis-LeMonda, Shrout & 
Amodio, 2017; Witherspoon, Daniels, Mason, & Smith, 2016; Yelland, 1998).   
Photography as an Art Medium to Promote Self Identity in Early childhood  
One of the many wonders of early childhood education is the evolution of visual arts play 
in early childhood. Of particular note is the way in which we address art play in the form of 
photography.  Wiseman et al. (2016) describe photography as vital to early childhood 
development.  They state that photography is an important tool for children to express their 
understanding of self.  Photography as an example of a medium for enhancing self-identity and 
expression of emotion in children, that has not been explored. Virtually, there is no data on the 
veracity of children demonstrating a sense of self from conducting their own photo shoots, 
including using traditional or digital camera (Lemish, 2015).  Photography in the early childhood 
space is a form of process art with various developmental possibilities.   
Blagojevic and Thomes (2008) and Ching, Wang, Shih, & Kedem (2006) view 
photography as a window through which many ideas and opportunities flow. Blagojevic and 
Thomes (2008) note, in particular, photography’s innate ability to incur high-level conversations 
in children, while building their confidences.  Analyzing and uncovering children’s perspectives 
and thoughts through photography may reveal their explanations of and affinity for particular 
images of themselves (Boyatzis & Albertini, 2001; Cook & Hess, 2007; Burnett & Haydon, 
2017). Additionally, exposure to photography may further involve introducing children to 
perspective, placement, distance, scale, and so on (Liu, 2007; Kilia, Zacharos & Ravanis, 2015). 
Kaplan et al. (2007) explain that, “Photography can be considered one of a range of kinesthetic 
(sensory) and arts-based approaches…which [has] the potential to engage children and young 
people in a meaningful way.”  Taking a step further, they suggest that photography allows 
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children to be contributors “not just as subjects of research, but as researchers (or co-researchers 
of their own experience” (p.24).   
Children on a daily basis learn new things about themselves and their world. How 
dynamic might that development be if a child is able to recall back their previous experiences? 
For example, they would, from their previous images, be able to notate how much they have 
grown since the previous photographs. Additionally, photographs can help children capture the 
images and visual impression of their cultures as exemplified in objects around them, and help 
them reflect on what is part of their identity—that is what is “them” and what “belongs to them.”  
Thus, there is a clear link between art of photography and understanding of self-identity 
(DeLoache & Marzolf 1992; Kirova & Emme 2006). Research is needed concerning efforts by 
educators to include children’s photography as valuable medium of self-identity.   
One medium of consideration is instamatic photography.  As this particular type of 
photography results in the child receiving an instantaneous printout of what they have captured, 
this option seems more viable a prospect for collecting children’s immediate thoughts, as will be 
discussed in the following section.  
Polaroid Photography and a Study of Self and Self Identity in Early Childhood 
Videography and photography are two realms of technology that may alter one’s image 
and may have an effect on how one views themselves.  Kelly Searl et. al, (2009), showcases in 
their study how children can become disoriented when operating cameras.  Using a video 
monitor with delayed feedback, children were found to successfully locate an object in a room 
after watching a delayed surveillance video of the room, but were not able to guess the 
placement of things placed on their body that were directly out of their line of sight. This, the 
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researchers submit, is evidence that a sense of self may contain spatial limits. Such spatial 
limitation may have impact on children’s use of photography or understanding of taking photos 
of themselves.  
Given the substantive nature of the argument involving children’s ability to be 
conscientious photographers (Mitchell, 2006; Kirova & Emme, 2006), it is important to look at 
the Polaroid camera, as a viable medium to understand how children see themselves. These 
camera’s ability to instantaneously develop film presents a unique aspect to children’s viewing 
themselves or objects that they have photographed.  With a traditional camera, children will 
likely have to wait until their next class to appraise their work. The digital camera allows 
children to view a small pixelated version of themselves, that they can then transfer and review 
on the large screen of a computer. However, neither of these avenues allow for children to snap a 
photograph and within seconds, hold the taken work in their hands. This character is unique to 
the instamatic photography and its application into the early childhood space is promising 
(DeLoache & Marzolf 1992). 
The ease with which a Polaroid camera allows for the child to take a picture and then 
hang and display their work, is ripe with opportunities for early learning. With a Polaroid 
camera, children can take a picture, print it out immediately, review it, and then consider new 
angles, positions, and subjects for their succeeding photographs (Cook & Hess, 2007). The 
process of photography can further insight discussions about what it is children are 
photographing and why they chose it as their subject (Burkitt, Barrett, & Davis, 2003). Children 
may also like to talk about how they took the picture and why they chose to take it in whatever 
position or vantage point. Children’s work has the potential to reveal their understanding of 
themselves and their world (Koster, 2004; Naftali, 2014).  
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Research suggests that children are amply able to speak poignantly and substantively 
about their own art works and what such expressions have to do with their idea of themselves 
and their world view (Alschuler & Hattwick, 1947; Crain, 2003; Koster ,2004; Naftali, 2014). 
Thus, giving children an opportunity to photograph themselves may allow them to be conscious 
authors of their work, and accordingly study it, and attribute value and importance to it.  As a 
result, this process may help promote children’s sense of self-identity and self-expression 
(Kerosuo, 2007).  
While there is little research to support this claim, a project of study involving the use of 
Polaroid camera may uncover the possible hidden developmental properties of this art method 
and expand the knowledge we have of preschool age photography, supporting the notion that 
children’s process art and work deserves a study of its own (Boyatzis & Albertini, 2001; Naftali, 
2014. 
Textured Painting in the Early Childhood Space 
Paint models come in many different forms—oil, acrylic, watercolor, digital, splatter, 
finger, and the like.  Many of these paint types have been largely excluded from early childhood 
classrooms. This might be due to issues with complexity of use, cleanliness, funding, or teachers’ 
expertise (Boles & Scheurer, 2007).  Among these paint types, splatter, finger, and acrylic to be 
used for textured painting, seem to provide a nuanced experience for children.  As young 
explorers, students should be engaged with as many textures and surfaces as manageable in their 
learning environments.  
 Paints may be fused with powder, glue, glitter, rocks, sand, and flour to achieve what is 
described as additives that are texture rich and ideal for textured painting. These common 
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elements provide children with new sensory experiences. With the use of these gritty, smooth, 
coarse, and slippery components, teachers can prompt children to draw portraits of self, and of 
objects of importance to them.  
Further, children can be prompted to describe further their thoughts and feelings about 
their own work and in promoting conversations about themselves, families, and things that 
matter to them.  Thus, given the proper attention it deserves, textured panting can become a 

























This is a qualitative case study of 3 preschoolers (children ages three to five) during a 
series of art sessions: self-portrait drawing sessions and self-photography.  In a case study, 
“bounded systems” (cases) are explored “over time through detailed, in-depth data collection 
involving multiple sources of information” (Creswell, 2014, p. 73). Multiple sources of 
information (such as interviews, observation, audiovisual materials, and, reposts) are used to 
understand each participant separately.  This study utilized semi-structured interviews of 
individual children, as well as other forms of data, including, field observations, and children’s 
photography and drawings. These resources provided answers to a set of research questions and 
helped understanding each participant’s experiences in regards to how they figured as identifiers 
of their sense of self.  In this study, I was interested to find answers to three specific research 
questions.   
Research Questions 
In this study, three specific research questions were examined:  
1. How do children describe their sense of self through the comments they make about 
themselves in their own photograph images? 
2. What do children say about themselves and others as portrayed in their own drawings?   





Case Study Participants 
 The participants in this study were three 4-year-old children, one boy and two girls.  At 
the time of the study, all participants were enrolled in a preschool program where the study took 
place. The economic backgrounds of the children’s families ranged from working class to upper 
middle class.  Each student was selected for participation in this study based on their interests in 
art and art activities. There were one boy and two girls in this study. None of the children had a 
diagnosis of any developmental conditions, and all children had fair to very good developmental 
functioning in all domains of development and according to their ages. All had good language 
abilities and capable to express their thoughts and emotions verbally.  Children were selected 
from different ethnic backgrounds—one girl was of Japanese and African American ancestry. 
Another girl was Haitian. The boy was of Puerto Rican and Bosnian descent.  Table 1 displays 
the demographic profile of children.  Pseudonyms are chosen to protect the identity of 
participants.  
 
Table 1: Demographic Information of the Participants 
Participants’ 
Names 
Age Gender Ethnicity Socioeconomic 
Status 
Michelle 4 Female French Upper Middle Class 
 




Coreen 4  female African 
American 
/Haitian  






This case study was conducted in a private school in a general education preschool 
classroom located in the city of New York. Prior to conducting this study, I obtained an approval 
from the DePaul University’s Institutional Review Board—IRB. Permission to conduct this 
study was also obtained from the administrators of the center, and teachers of the classroom in 
which the research took place. Each of the children’s parent signed a consent form granting their 
permission for their child’s inclusion in this study.   
Instruments/Measures Used 
As a point of reference and a way obtaining and recording useful data, I used a 
measurement instrument, called Metcalfe Behavioral Checklist (Metcalfe, 1997).  This checklist 
is used to measure a child’s self-esteem. One of the dimensions of this checklist is a measure of 
direction of children’s emotionality, that is whether their emotional expressions and verbal 
utterances are positive, negative, or neutral. Metcalfe’s Behavioral Checklist (1997), was initially 
used as a metric to assess children’s level of self-esteem.  The checklist uses a simple color-
coded system to record the nature of children’s feelings through their emotional expressions and 
verbal comments.  I used this emotional competency chart as a point of reference and guide for 
adequately understanding the emotional content of children’s responses and expressions during 
this study, for example, whether they would normally make emotionally positive or negative 
responses in reference to themselves during their art activities.  As a reminder one of the study 
questions was to understand how children viewed themselves when depicting themselves in art. 
Therefore, this chart gave an indication as to what degree children viewed themselves positively 
or negatively.   Metcalfe behavioral checklist is unique in that it measures children positive and 
negative emotions about themselves. In addition, I selected Metcalfe’s checklist (1997), because 
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of its ease of use. The instrument requires no specialized training and provides simple feedback 
about children’s views of themselves and the positive or negative nature of their views.  
While there are some valid measures for children’s behavior, such as Achenbach’s Child 
Behavior Checklist (CBCL) (Achenbach& Edelbrock, 1986) such checklists are designed for 
diagnosis of maladaptive and clinical behaviors, while Metcalfe’s instrument is appropriate for 
use with all children without assessing or screening for a pathology. For this reason, Metcalfe’s 
work is ideal and is well-suited for use in as study such as this.  
Although Metcalfe’s measure has not been tested for validity and exists only as a 
measurement instrument for a dissertation (Metcalfe 1997), because in this study, this measure is 
only used as a way to triangulate data in regards to children’s views of themselves, using it as an 
additional source of data is justified. Metcalfe’s behavioral checklist takes into account the 
multitude of sources necessary to cultivate a sound understanding of the mind of a child, for 
example utilizing research findings in education, psychology, medicine, and sociology. It is this 
due diligence that has convinced me that while sparse in corroborating data, this instrument is 
reliable enough for triangulation in a study.  
Study Procedures and Data Collection 
As mentioned, I received approval from the school to conduct the study with the students 
involved. Over a three-week period, I conducted various art experiments with my case study 
artists.  Activities took place on three designated days of the week—Monday, Wednesday, and 
Friday.  Monday and Wednesday were designated for drawing and texture painting, and Friday 
was designated for photography sessions. These activities were done exclusively with the 
selected three students. None of the other students in class were involved in any way.   
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Drawing and Texture Painting Activities 
Once the preparations were made, I began conducting the art study in the classroom.  On 
the days that I went to the class, for the drawing and painting exercises (Monday and 
Wednesday), I set up a section in the students’ classroom at a desk or on a familiar table. 
Students were given drawing tools such as crayons, pencils, and markers to be used on 
construction paper or a drawing pad. Then, asked to draw whatever comes to mind. This was 
sometimes followed up by cues to draw someone close to them or to do a self-portrait.  
I approached the three participating students at the close of an activity involving the 
entire classroom. I guided them over to the art area of the classroom and allowed my assistant 
teacher to conduct a separate activity with the remaining members of the classroom. Each 
participating child was asked to have a seat at the round table at the center of the classroom. On 
the table in front of them, I had previously set up the working materials for this study. Before 
them, each child had three sheets of long construction paper, a box of crayons, a box of markers, 
and a child-sized pencil. I informed them that now they would begin their special projects. I 
asked them to draw an image that looks like them (a self-portrait).  
Without their knowing, I began a stopwatch, allowing for 15 minutes for the creation of 
their images. Here I began taking my observational field notes. I recorded their body language 
and verbal responses during creation. After five minutes of observation, I would begin a short 
round of individual interviews while they were all working at the table.  
Children were allowed to utilize an art easel or a table (whichever they preferred). 
Children wore protective smocks and had materials, such as paintbrush, toothbrush, marbles (for 
marble painting), acrylic paint, a canvas, and some sensory materials of which to incorporate into 
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their artwork (such as sand, rice, cereal, etc.).  The drawing activity was an open-ended process 
art. Therefore, I set the materials on display and allowed the children to gravitate towards what 
they were more interested in.  I monitored how the three children interacted with the given tools 
and recorded their behaviors via observational notes. On Mondays, children were given drawing 
materials (construction paper, pens, markers, crayons, drawing paper, chalk, etc.). Wednesdays 
were designated for textured painting. Children were given washable acrylic paint, glitter, sand, 
cereal, and rice).  A similar procedure to drawing was followed for the texture painting.  During 
texture painting and drawing, children were allowed to work from the tables or desks available to 
them in their classrooms and left virtually unassisted to do their art.  
Photography Session 
On Friday, I gave each child his/her own polaroid camera to use. During the Polaroid 
photography art session, each child received their own camera to operate. Children were 
encouraged to perform and roam freely while taking their polaroid snapshots with the cameras. 
Students were allowed to photograph freely for a few minutes before I approached them 
individually with a series of questions and took notes. After the photo session, I collected all 
cameras and then interviewed each student individually for a review of their experiences and to 
unpack what it was they chose to capture.  
Post Activity Interviews 
After completing each art tasks (i.e., drawing, painting, and photography), each child was 
interviewed immediately following each session.  An audio recorder was used to record 
responses.  Semi-structured interviews were held in a quiet space near where activities were 
completed.  Interviews ranged between five and ten minutes for each student—this duration was 
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chosen based on developmentally appropriate attention span of children for conversation, which 
is between five to ten minutes. The environment was not manipulated in any way from its normal 
setup. Children were told to sit comfortably in whatever position feels most comfortable, while 
explaining their work. 
I chose to hold the semi-structured interviews on a one-on-one basis with each child for a 
number of reasons.  The assumption was made that individual conversations would alleviate the 
possibility of repeat answers. Additionally, each child’s answers would be uninfluenced by the 
commentary of their peers, and the privacy of these exchanges also allowed for more candidness.  
As this research was interested in exploring the depth of children’s sense of self, it was 
imperative that their emotions are not encumbered by the critique of their peers.  Further each 
child’s relationship with the teacher might have allowed for each child to be unhindered by the 
pressure of trying to impress their peers.  Lastly, the success of the post-activity interview hinged 
on each child relaying the entirety of their own experience. Holding a group conversation could 
have led to a reduced participation as some children may have felt unwilling to talk if they 
thought their voice weren’t heard, or if they did not feel proud of their work.  
Each interview was recorded and transcribed exclusively by the researcher. The 
researcher utilized a pocket recording device for all the interviews for this study. All interviews 
were conducted in the participants’ primary language, English. As far as the content of the 
interviews, each interview contained open-ended questions (presented in appendices).  
Holding interviews during art creations also offered an immediate child’s perspective 
regarding their art works and products. While this may seem disruptive to the art creation 
process, it was necessary to record their initial responses to artistic stimuli in order to grasp how 
they may be feeling in that moment. Additionally, it would be detrimental to the validity of the 
38 
 
children’s statements to allow much time to pass before asking how they experienced their 
activities. Children tend to embellish or distort their true experiences when recalling them back if 
much time has passed. Holding a simultaneous interview during the research activity creates 
instantaneous access to the child’s mind and their carnal reactions.  
Figure 1 displays a sample of data collected during the research period. The sample data 
displayed in figures 1 through 3, include images of children’s drawings, images of children while 
they were engaged with activities of this research, and some of my notes related to children’s 
utterances pertinent to their art work.  
Figure 1: A Sample of drawing and Notes Collected in This Study. 
Child  Monday: Drawing 
 
Michelle: 
“Um, I like all these colors. I like my hair. I like my shoes and all the 
grass. And this is my favorite dress that I like to wear. And my shoes.” 
 








“I like this because I remember to do everything. (*Points to parts on 
artwork). I do my eyes, my ears, (begins pointing to both parts on 
drawing and then parts on her own body), my lips. My whole head.” 
 
 




“It’s okay. I like to draw. But this one, no good. I mess up.” 
 
Time: drawn in one minutes of five 













Figure 2: A Sample of Painting Data and Notes Collected in This Study.  
Child  Wednesday: Painting  
Michelle: 
 “I feel good about it. I mean, because I draw it just like me. 
But, I wanted to do the sky and tree, but you say there was no 
more time. So, I just draw this with just my dress and my 
shoes. No necklace.” 
 
Time: painted in 3 of five minutes 
Myumi: 
“I don’t see nothing to change. I like it.” 
 
Time: painted in 4 of 5 minutes 
Coreen:  
“I only like the colors. See? (*points to various sections of the 
drawing). I make my head like a circle and my body a square. 
And my hands, my hands I do like this and make gloves.”  
 
 









Figure 3: A Sample of Photograph Data and Notes Collected in This Study 
Child  Friday: Photography 
Michelle: 
“I like this. I want to take pictures. (as she shakes the 
developing photo very hard). This is fun.” 
 
Time: taken in 5 minutes 
  
Myumi: 
“I have to take lots of pictures”  
 
 
Time: taken in 3 minutes 
 
Coreen: 
“No. I can’t find a good picture. I wanna picture like 








Data Organization and Primary Analysis: Creation of a Coding Frame  
 Data sets were organized according to each child.  For example, all drawings and related 
notes, paintings and related notes, interview and notes, along with photographs and notes that 
related to the art work created by Michelle were organized separately, and so on.  When data 
overlapped, for example when observational notes were related to all three children working and 
socializing together, speaking to each other, or sharing, the data was organized in a separate 
“group” set.  As presented in figures one through three, the data was also organized according to 
the type of data (i.e. photographs and their related observational notes, drawings and their related 
notes, etc.).  Recorded interviews were transcribed and separated for each child, and the obtained 
textual data were studied and analyzed further.  A general coding frame was created after the 
data sets were organized.  
Sherier (2012) explains that in a qualitative content analysis, the researcher might create a 
general coding frame that is based on one or more research questions.  Since the first research 
question in this study was how children expressed a sense of self, in the primary content analysis, 
a broad coding frame was created with categories representing themes that have previously been 
described in the child development literature (e.g. according to the theories of development, such 
as Erikson’s and Piaget’s).  This coding frame consisted of 12 general categories of themes 
related to expression of a sense of self in children.  The coding frame granted me the freedom to 
coalesce all organized data into a graspable categorization.  Observational notes were used to 
triangulate with data from the interviews, drawings, paintings, and photography sessions.  They 
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provided clarity and validation for categorization data into one category of theme as opposed to 
another.  From this, I could interpret and translate exchanges amongst the student and myself 
into how children might express their sense of self.  
Table 2 displays the general coding frame of the categories of themes in my data during 
the primary content analysis.  A preliminary examination of my data suggested several common 
themes representing how each child came to understand and explore their sense of self.  These 
universal behaviors fell promptly within the coding frame that had been created at the outset. 
 
Table 2: Themes of the Basic Coding Frame of All Data obtained from Photography,  
General Coding Frame  Description of Codes in Each Category  
Social Networking Working together / Being sociable and collaborative. 
 
Generosity Being free-hearted and charitable. 
 
Non-caring Disrespect of other children, or what others like or view as important based on child’s 
egocentrism. 
 
Autonomy Free-acting—starting and finishing to establish initiation.  
 
Anti-Structure Against the grain.  Child’s expression of will and interests. 
 
Artistic Expression  Expressing emotions and thoughts through art. 
 
Imagination Expression of ideas not based in reality. 
 
Emotionality Expressing emotions, observable emotional response to an event, situation.  
 




Sense of Self Self-expression, being perceptive of one’s image as seen by others. 
 
Being Present Being participatory and available. 
Contemplative Having an inward conflict or self-reflecting moment. 
 
These codes offered a glimpse into how we can begin to understand a child’s expression 
of self. To varying degrees, the appearance of these traits in children categorize a developing 
sense of self. By charting when and how children display these traits during art, it is possible to 
assess to what extent do children progress in their acquisition of a sense of self.  
The Secondary Content Analysis of all Data and Triangulation 
A secondary content analysis was conducted of all observational notes that had been 
taken during the art sessions (i.e., drawings, paintings, photography session, and interviews).  
Throughout the analysis of each data set all observational notes were used to provide 
triangulation to ensure the validity of content analysis.  
Observational notes, additionally, correlated with moods as classified in the Metcalfe’s 
(1997) behavioral checklist. Each student had a number of positive, negative, and neutral 
reactions, which were tallied for an analysis of their emotional availability and their openness to 
art. This positive and negative sum was also used to judge where on the gradient of the 
behavioral checklist their emotions were placed in terms of an engagement with a sense of self.  
Finally, in triangulation of data, observational notes were screened and itemized for responses 
and body language that correspond to positive and negative moods as they represented an affinity 
or dislike for the arts or their artistic talent. For example, positive responses received yellow 
circles, negative responses received blue circles, and neutral responses received white circles.  
45 
 
Analysis of the Drawings and Paintings of Children 
While the painting data provided information about how children viewed and evaluated 
their art work (the third research question), the drawing segment of this study was intended to 
explore how children developed a sense of self through an artistic activity that allowed them to 
construct images of self and others on their own. The drawing segment directly responded to the 
proposed research questions at the beginning of the study. Here, I intended to examine whether 
or not children can be cognizant of themselves in their art—that is, what do they know about 
who it is that they are drawing, how do they feel about it, and the process. Secondly, the 
evaluation of their art is integral to their development of a sense of self as it gives a first-hand 
account of their confidence, difficulty, shame, regret, pride, joy, and other feelings of conscious 
reaction to the proposition of drawing themselves in others. Self-evaluation is key in that it 
requires an inward conflict. Such insights provide depth to the quality of children’s 
perceptiveness of themselves as well as the role others play in their lives. The cognizance of the 
interplay between one’s own feelings and actions, the presence to distinguish that one can have 
one’s own opinion about such ideas, and the power to express one’s self regarding these ideas 
are foundational to the development of a sense of self.   
After organization of drawings, they were analyzed into themes according to the general 
coding frame.  Additionally, during the secondary content analysis drawings and their related 
notes were analyzed, using the color-coded behavioral checklist based on Metcalfe’s (1997) 
instrument. For example, a child’s positive reactions to a drawing were categorized as exhibiting 
joy, pride, empathy, confidence, autonomy, self-reflection, respect, and so forth, were attributed 
a yellow circle. Negative responses to drawing like anger, regret, jealousy, despondency, 
resentment, stubbornness, tantrums, and other attributes reflected an unwillingness to participate 
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of be provoked in thought about drawing, were issued a blue circle.  Nonreactive responses that 
showed no overt commitment to positive or negative responses yielded a white circle. From this 
kind of organization and analysis of data, I was able to gather an overall idea of how children 
developed a sense of self through drawing.  
Similar to drawing, the paintings of children were analyzed into categories of themes 
from the coding frame, according to the accompanying notes of children’s utterances and body 
language.  They were also analyzed using the Metcalfe’s (1997) color coding based on the 
emotions expressed by children.   
Analysis of Photographs 
As the drawing and painting parts of this study explored traditional means of artistic 
expression found in early classrooms, the instamatic photography section of this study touched 
on a form of art media atypical to early learning instruction. Although photography itself is not 
new to early childhood learning, no research exists on children using instamatic photography as a 
medium for artistic expression.  
In allowing children to be autonomous authors of their experiences through the lens of a 
camera, the researcher was attempting to identify what aesthetic interpretation children invent in 
photography. The instantaneous nature of the instamatic cameras themselves intersects with the 
conception of sense of self nurturing in that it allows children to see themselves immediately in a 
framed picture. Moreover, what can be uncovered by children critiquing their own artistic 
expressions in photographs and what can be extrapolated from that to serve an understanding of 
a sense of self.  After collection of photographs, I organized and analyzed them according to the 
general coding frame --throughout my notes that related to photos- to illustrate where each child 
47 
 
displayed signs of a sense of self.  Similar to other data sets, I used Metcalfe’s (1997) checklist to 
color-code emotions each child expressed during the photo sessions.   
Analysis of Interview Data 
The content analysis of the textual data obtained from transcriptions of interviews was 
similarly based on the existing coding frame described above.  I utilized the categories described 
in table 2, to address when and how children exhibited expressions of a sense of self.  For 
example, in response to the question, “What are you drawing,” one child responded, “This is 
me.”  This response was categorized under the theme of “self-awareness.”  In another example, a 
child said, “I like blue. I make my hair blue. I ask my mom to give me blue hair. She says ‘no.’” 
This was categorized under the theme of imagination.  Any expression of emotions which had 
been recorded throughout the interviews within the observational notes were further analyzed 






















This chapter will present the findings of this study.  Findings provided answers to the 
three research questions: how do children describe their sense of self through the comments they 
make about themselves in their photos, what they say about themselves as portrayed in their 
drawings, and how they evaluate their art work.   The following sections will present the results 
of this case study for each child separately.    
Michelle 
Michelle has a French ethnicity and comes from an upper-middle class family.  
Cognitively speaking, Michelle is as adept as her peers. She is well adapted socially, has 
appropriate emotional maturity, and uses language appropriate for her age group. Her hand-eye 
coordination and motor skills are also consistent with children her age and mirrors those of her 
classmates.  
Michelle’s interest in art, generally, has been enthusiastic. She has been an adept learner 
and is able to handle mistakes more soundly than many of her peers. This willingness to accept 
defeat artistically transferred well during her participation for this study. Michelle grew 
frustrated less often than her fellow participants and proved to be prepared to handle the 





Michelle’s Description of Self Photography  
The following passages will detail Michelle’s performance in response to three research 
questions. 
 1.  How did Michelle describe her sense of self through the comments she made about herself in 
her own photograph images? 
Michelle was very self-aware during the photography sessions of this research. She displayed 
autonomy and self-awareness often. An example of this is when asked about her experience 
taking pictures she replied, “I like this. I want to take pictures.” These sentences, with the 
distinction of “like” and “want” indicates that Michelle is authoring ownership of her feelings 
towards photography. In essence, Michelle has indicated that she enjoys photography. She has 
singled out photography as one of her most liked art mediums. This is reflected in her responses. 
She was contemplative and self-aware, remarking “I take picture of these. I find something else. 
One more thing and take a picture.” Her responses and behavior throughout the phot-taking 
exercises depict a child cognizant of their contribution to the art form, as well as their affinity for 
it.  
In these measures, Michelle described her sense of self through photography by concisely 
and explicitly describing her affinity for the art form and showing interest to improve upon her 
previous works. In figure 4, we see Michelle actively taking a picture of one of her classmates. 
Michelle was often interested in using her peers as the subjects of her photography, often telling 
them to hold up objects as is shown in the image here—having instructed the child pictured to 







FIGURE 4. Michele Taking a Picture of her Classmate, Myumi 
  
As recorded in the transcripts for this interview, Michelle was continually self-aware and 
autonomous during photography, and thus, can be said to have adequately displayed signs of 
describing a sense of self through the art form.  
Michelle and Her Self-Portrait 
2. What did Michelle say about herself and others as portrayed in her own drawings?   
What children describe about themselves and others when drawing is an integral part of my 
research interest.  What Michelle reflected on while drawing, seemed to indicate an enhanced 
recognition of a sense of self.  
Michelle’s responses when drawing was as rich and conscious as those given during her 
photography sessions. When questioned on the content of her drawings, Michelle would often 
offer in-depth reasonings on her process and brief explanations on subjects of her work. She was 
enthusiastic and began the session, without thinking. Her use of a crayon was purposeful as she 
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began making round deliberate marks. She displayed consistently signs of “autonomy” by 
engaging in these acts alone, and and that she was “present” by giving each part of the art-
making process careful attention.  
On one occasion, when drawing herself, Michelle stopped abruptly in the midst of 
drawing what looked to be her own hair. Her facial expression changed from a pensive focused 
look, to slight frustration. She seemed unpleased with her initial color choice. She returned to her 
box of crayons, this time opting for blue instead of red. With rushed motions, she started 
coloring over the red hair marks with wild blue marks. Her look of mild anger returned to a show 
of impassioned concentration.  
This shown ability to wrestle with and commit to her work is typical of Michelle’s 
personality and meshed well with the interests of this research study. For example, on the content 
of one such drawing, Michelle said, 
 I want to show my house. See? [points at windows in drawing] I live in here--and my 
sister and my Grandma. Then we have this much grass in our yard. I draw my hair blue 
too. With a dress like this color [points to purple colored dress]. We live in this big brown 
building. 
This rounded explanation about the character and background of her subjects is revealing. 
These replies indicate a presence of mind in art that is refreshing.  In comparison to her peers, 
Michelle’s responses about her drawings were the most thought-out and directly connected to her 
subjects. This evidence seems to suggest that Michelle is capable of explaining her artwork and 
is able to give a clear description of the subject of her art in connection with herself, which for 
the purposes of this research, is reassuring.    
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FIGURE 5. Michelle’s Drawing of Self and Home 
  
Michelle and Evaluation of Her Own Artwork 
3. How did Michelle evaluate her own art work?  
What children say about their artwork can also be telling. Their confidence in their artwork is 
important to the examinations of this study. Throughout the art sessions, Michelle demonstrated 
this through her words. “I like all these colors. I like my hair. I like my shoes and all the grass. 
And this is my favorite dress that I like to wear. And my shoes” and even more effectively here 
when asked what makes what she’s made art is good art –"Because I make it by myself. I use a 
lot of colors. And I draw my house too.”  
As you can see here, Michelle has demonstrated an affinity for colors. She also has stated 
that she admires her hair and her depiction of her hair as drawn by herself. Additionally, 
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Michelle in turn expresses affection for her clothes and shoes and home. These expressions of 
being pleased include her talent for transferring the tangible real things that she likes into an 
artwork that she herself has created. This points to a recognition of self and stands to reassure a 
notion proposed in this study—that children are capable of finding aesthetic value in artworks 
they have created themselves. Further, Michelle is able to appraise that value or quality of art and 
decide whether she herself likes it or not. Perhaps further research can ascertain whether children 
are capable of appraising the work of their fellow students in any substantive without bias and to 
what extent do they value and invoke aesthetic pleasure to artworks completed by professional 
artists.  
According to Metcalfe’s checklist, Michelle presented several positive (yellow) responses 
on the checklist. Her negative responses (blue), were often associated with taking risks and being 
easily distracted (see Figure 6). On the whole, Michelle presents as a positive child. She speaks 
of herself and her art is positive terms “I like this,” “I like what I made,” and “I draw me happy.” 
This is not to say that Michelle did not share any discomforts when working. Although 
enthusiastic to participate, Michelle grew easily impatient and would sometimes be frustrated 












FIGURE 6.  Behavioral Chart for Michelle 
Michelle Positive  Neutral   Negative  
Accepts consequences of own 
behavior  
 
   
Interacts positively with others 
 
   
Is helpful  
 




   
Is not easily distracted     
Works independently     
Is self-motivated    
Assertive     
Takes pride in achievements     




Perhaps in no other area was this frustration apparent than in her discussion of her mother 
or culture and wanting to show either in the best light. For example, when coloring her mother’s 
hair, she grew briefly upset about not being able to color with the specific shade of her hair—
remarking that “this is all wrong. Her hair is a different brown.” Michelle is especially close with 
her maternal parent and often speaks of her in adoring phrases. “I have a nice, pretty mommy.” 
In one of her paintings she merges her appreciation of her culture and her mother into one work 
by attempting to draw a traditional French dish that her mother makes.    
The chart below (Figure 7) provides a graphical representation of Michelle’s overall 
disposition and receptiveness to the activities and interviews of this study.  From this chart we 







Copes with Changes    
Shows sensitivity to others    




FIGURE 7. Chart Displaying Michelle’s Overall Reaction to Study Prompts 
 
 
Dominant Themes for Michelle  
Coding of her verbal utterances were categorized in the following themes: autonomy, a 
sense of self, and artistic expressions. These themes were most dominant for Michelle and will 
be explained here.  While tracking Michelle’s positive & negative responses are important areas 
of analysis for this study, this form of critique lends itself to grasping her responses from a wider 
view—that is, looking for thematic groupings. One of the more prevalent themes shown in 
Michelle’s responses is autonomy.  
Michelle consistently showed signs of autonomy throughout the study. Whether it was 





action, Michelle often operated as an artist and as person with a sense of self without aid or 
instruction. Michelle handled tools for artwork with a sense of familiarity. She would grasp 
either her utensil or camera and immediately begin her work. This behavior is suggestive of 
autonomy and noted characteristic of a child with a developed sense of self.  
She also showed distinctive traits of being present. She was always available and eager to 
participate. Michelle paid close attention to instruction and applied what she learned accordingly. 
Her sense of presence extended to her connection with herself and what she was doing—by this 
we mean to illustrate she was engaged with her subject in whatever she created and connected it 
to herself and her own personal likes.  
Lastly, Michelle was a student who showcased numerous instances of artistic expression. 
Be it in her abstract forms in painting or her less than conventional objects when drawing, 
Michelle’s range of artistic expression was plentiful. During photography, Michelle expectedly 
participated as the study requests—taking photographs of herself or classmates. But her 
commitment to the art did not end there. She would take photos of random objects and at less-
than obvious angles. In addition to this, Michelle would even express herself verbally about her 
art—detailing the work’s significance to her teacher or any observer, saying things like “This is 
my happy” or “This is love.” These forms of self-expression offer a window into the depth of 
children’s artistical knowledge. Michelle’s themes suggest a propensity towards a discovered 
sense of self.  
Myumi 
Myumi, age 4, is of Black and Japanese heritage. She comes from an upper middle-class 
background. Myumi shows high social engagement for her age. Her motor skills are comparable 
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to her peers. She also shows all the signs of being emotionally healthy for her age group. She is 
physically and cognitively typical comparatively to her fellow participants and classmates.  
Finally, Myumi has slightly higher language skills than many of my students and this is captured 
in many of her responses during questioning.  
Artistically, Myumi’s interests in art has ranged between expected and above average. 
She is often more capable than maybe realized at first and has an effortless talent for most artistic 
activities. She sometimes has to be encouraged to participate in art activities, but when she 
eventually joins in with the rest of her peers, her capabilities often outpace many in her class.  
For this study, Myumi was engaged throughout. She could often be seen helping others in 
the construction of their work or would routinely offer comments and advice on their artwork. 
Her work and the explanation of it showed cognitive maturity in the terms of awareness. Her 
recognition of what’s been asked of her and her willingness to try and deliver on such, proved to 
be an invaluable resource for understanding the sense of self as it relates to children and art and 
the purposes of this research study.  
Myumi’s Description of Self Photography  
The following results are an exploration of Myumi’s artistic posture in relation to the 
proposed research questions.  
1. How did Myumi describe her sense of self through the comments she made about herself 
in her own photograph images? 
The sense of self, as has been explained through the research, is partially, an understanding 
of one’s recognition of their uniqueness and one’s own effect on the world, as well as a 
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recognition that what one considers as their identity can be adjusted depending on the feeling and 
scenario. What Myumi says about herself and others is reflected in her photographic art.  
For instance, when asked what she is doing, Myumi’s reply of “I have to take lots of 
pictures” is indicative that she herself has understood the task asked of her and not any other 
student. She has committed to the project and is willing to participate. Her acknowledgement that 
she has ownership of what she does next is an integral first step in her connection to the self. It is 
an autonomous stance—decidedly present. However, this is but only a cursory first step. Her true 
awareness of a sense of self is proffered in her proceeding actions and statements.  
As has been stated, Myumi’s personality lends itself to anti-structure characteristics. She is 
prone to forging on her own path and gives ideas (asked for or not) on subjects and content 
pertaining to art to her peers. This forceful and highly social position can sometimes register as 
competitive. Take, for example, her answer when asked whether she thought she had been doing 
a good job as a photographer.  
While the other participants both offered some form of a qualitative statement regarding the 
nature and value of their work, Myumi retorted “Yes. I’m going to win.” Her understanding of 
the task at hand took on the color of her personality that enjoys not only perfection (and in so 
doing, communicates well how her classmates may approve upon their works) but regards 
competition in affairs where there is no place for it.  This is not to suggest that Myumi’s sense of 
self is purely self-serving.  
She also understands that her classmates are persons and may be used as subjects in 
photography. One day, while taking a series of photos, Myumi offers commentary to explain her 
process during artmaking. She comments, “I want all nice pictures. I get Harry picture” (she says 
60 
 
before taking a picture of the class pet fish in a fishbowl). This autonomy and candid expression 
show that she is self-aware and capable of changing her behavior.  
In comparison to her previous statement of wanting to “win,” at photography, this suggestion 
that what she creates can be considered “nice” is a qualitative statement in line with those of her 
peers. We can interpret this to mean that she recognizes that what she is doing is not sheer 
colorless action, but that her work can be admired and graded by some external figure. This is a 
supportive evidence for this research question.  It underlines that children can view photography 
as an art medium. In addition, her declaration cements that not only is photography a form or art, 
there are possibly outputs in photography that are better than others. Further, her inclusion of her 
classmate points to an awareness of self that ventures outside of herself. Myumi has added to the 
mixture an observance of another being. With this, she has chosen to look through her lens and 
make him a subject of her photography. Whether she will perceive him as a qualitatively 
valuable subject is still unknown. In figure 8., we see Myumi has captured a full body shot of her 
classmate, Harry pushing a doll in a stroller.  
FIGURE 8. Myumi’s Picture of Classmate, Harry. 
 
From this photograph we can see that Myumi is a more than capable photographer. We know 
this because Myumi has followed through on her initial efforts to take a picture of Harry. This 
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picture showcases that her motor skills and cognitive abilities are refined enough to capture an 
intended classmate in a photograph. While some students would have some difficulty shooting 
and understanding what or who to shoot, Myumi is capable of taking that information and 
turning it into a composed piece of art.  
2. What did Myumi say about herself and others as portrayed in her own drawings?   
Of all my participants, Myumi showed herself to be the most capable in photography. 
Although that medium is one where she shined, drawing, through her own admission, was not 
her strong point. However, for the purposes of this study, what matters most is not her artistic 
ability, but what she says about her ability. Moreover, whether she understands the forms she’s 
creating represents herself, other persons, or other ideas.  
As an example, during the drawing sessions for this study, Myumi begins her drawing 
pensively. She picks up a crayon, holds it against the paper, only to decide against her first mark. 
Rather than start, she leans over to her peers and takes a brief preview of what they are doing. 
She states to her fellow classmate, Coreen, that she is “only using pink.” To which Coreen 
responds back “Nu-uh! That’s just for my face.” Myumi takes another long glance at Coreen’s 
work and then returns to her own. She looks at Coreen’s drawing utensil (a crayon), drops her 
own crayon and chooses a marker instead. With noncommittal gestures, Myumi begins to draw. 
This brief illustration is indicative of Myumi’s contemplative and highly social nature. She often 
ignores convention and regularly takes an anti-structure stance when working. This behavior was 
repeated throughout the duration of this study. In the following section, we explore Myumi’s 
participation in drawings and paintings for this study. 
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When asked if photography is her favorite kind of art, Myumi’s answer leaves no room for 
debate, “I like to paint. We paint today?” The resources of this reply are plentiful. On the one 
hand, it underlines that she has an above average skill in photography and can execute it 
effortlessly (as has been demonstrated) but instead prefers a form of art where her hand isn’t as 
fluid or competent. Myumi is the best photographer of this small study, and does so without 
much thinking (perhaps, a result of the technological world we live in---one where a child is 
given a smartphone to play with before they can recite their ABCs), and yet prefers to paint and 
draw where her gifts aren’t as palpable and requires focused concentration.  
Her reaction also signals that she views herself as an individual with personal affections. She 
understands what painting is and its relation to photography. To her, they are both forms of art—
remarkably, she can distinguish from either which one she prefers, and has done so. This points 
to a theme of children discerning for themselves and communicating what kinds of craft they 
prefer. 
 In asking “we paint today?” Myumi displays excitement and readiness to perform. Her sense 
of self is grounded in her likes and her choosing which deserve attention. But less we forget, 
Myumi is still a child and behaves as such. As is evidenced when she learns that we would not 
indeed be painting that day, to which she became emotional—lowering her camera, pouting 
before stamping her feet and looking to be on the verge of tears.  







FIGURE 9. Myumi’s Self-Portrait  
 
 Myumi seems to take a more abstract approach to drawing. Her works only give hints to 
the ideas of real forms. When asked what she is painting/drawing, she intones that “This is just 
me.” A potent statement. Setting aside the matter of fact tone, Myumi’s reaction reveals more of 
how she views herself and her confidence in being able to produce. She specifies not only what 
the subject of her artwork is but is conscious of herself as a subject that can be transferred into 
artwork.  
The carefree phrasing of “just me” suggests that the knowledge of herself is one she’s 
known for a while and can or has duplicated it into an art form before. She is confident in her 
abilities and moreover, in her aptness to recreate what she imagines. In regard to the research 
question, this would seem to assist the notion that children are able to merge abstract and 
external ideas of themselves and manipulate them into an aesthetic form for consumption. 
3. How did Myumi evaluate her art work?  
  We have already established that Myumi is confident in her photographic content, and 
equally so in her drawing/painting skills (although not as capable in the latter). But what does 
she think about the appealing nature of her craft? Does she find it pleasing to herself and can 
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imagine others enjoying it as well? In essence, can she determine autonomously the artistic value 
of her own art work? Eliminating suspense, the answer is yes.  
  When asked about her color choices, Myumi candidly states that “I don’t know. I use this 
and this (pointing to the crayons and markers individually).  I draw with all the colors.  And in 
here (filling out a section where a mouth would be with a bright orange maker) I use this.” While 
at first glance it appears that her indecisiveness suggests that she does not know what she’s 
doing, the opposite is true. One only has to take apart her statement for clarity.  
The distinction of purpose lies in the declarative statements “I use.” Myumi is projecting 
her intentions through her color choices by distinguishing herself as the user. Uniquely, she has 
chosen to use all the colors available in her artwork and has said as much. This well-
communicated decision reveals some conscientious art-development on her part—actively 
deciding whether to use one color or twenty. Put simply, she has a goal in mind, one that she has 
envisioned and will ensure gets carried out. Her succeeding comments offer a window into how 
children begin to access their work.  
She’s asked about what she thinks about drawing and Myumi gives an intriguing retort, 
“I like to draw. I like to use pencil and crayon and color pen (markers). I can draw you too.” The 
last sentence is pivotal here for answering how children evaluate their work. It suggests that she 
can distinguish her teacher as a subject to be transformed in art. But more than that, it establishes 
that she is confident in her abilities to create.  
Finally, in an offhanded unprovoked statement, she states that “my picture is better than 
Coreen’s.” In this proud moment, Myumi interprets the quality of her work and assesses that the 
result is better aesthetically than that of her peers’ work. Again, she has adopted a competitive 
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edge to her approach to art making. Aside from that, she recognizes that art is a form expression 
that can be put side by side one another and judge on its beauty. This is a crucial moment in my 
research as it clearly dissolves the mystery behind children and their perceptions of art.  
They don’t merely view their outputs as fun busy work but see their efforts as meaningful 
contributions to a greater conversation that can be judged and consumed by others. What’s more, 
the success of their work is dependent upon their own taste and sometimes on the tastes of 
others. In a follow up to her random bragging, I query her on who will decide which one looks 
best. She replies “You do. You pick.” This can suggest that Myumi may just be appealing to a 
sense of authority in that I am her teacher and take an authoritative role in the classroom. It can 
also suggest that she sees me as an adult figure and thus automatically deems me capable of 
sorting out who has the better work.  
In either case, her ability to assign authority to a figure outside of herself to do the 
grading of her work against another’s points to a knowledge that one’s work of art can be 
considered better than another (even if that confidence is only vaguely associated to her own 
powers of judgement)—a component of her learning of a sense of self as it relates to art. 
Myumi’s behavior during the activities, disregarding her willingness to assign judgement over 
her art to her teacher, displays an overall positive reaction to a self-recognized sense of self.  
In Figure 10, we see that Myumi’s responses to the study have been overall positive 
(yellow circles). We see that the codes tracked for Myumi, are reflected in positive responses—
i.e., codes such as “autonomy,” “generosity,” and so on, are mirrored in positive behavioral 
responses like “works independently,” and “works positively with others.” This helps in 
























FIGURE 10. Behavioral Chart for Myumi 
 
Myumi Positive  Neutral   Negative  
Accepts consequences of own 
behavior  
 
   
Interacts positively with others 
 
   
Is helpful  
 





         
 
Is not easily distracted     
Works independently     
Is self-motivated    
Assertive  
            
  
Takes pride in achievements             
         
 
Completes tasks     
Copes with Changes    
Shows sensitivity to others          
Takes risks             
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Figure 10 shows a neutral output for taking pride in her work and communicating 
feelings. These neutral demonstrations both refer to an emotional disconnect with the art she’s 
created. These results may not definitively mean that Myumi shares no emotional connection to 
her work. It is still possible that she may be good at masking them. Repeated attempts might 




FIGURE 11. Chart of Myumi’s Overall Responses  
 
Additionally, while she has remained positive in more or less the same areas as her 





with presenting positive behavioral displays. Her negative and neutral responses together nearly 
equaling the total sum of her positive yields.  
 Lastly, Myumi’s chart shows a negative correlation to taking risks and being easily 
distracted (Figure 10). This suggests what has already been shown in her personality—namely, 
that Myumi is focused and eager to please. Myumi’s personality lends itself to aiming for 
perfection. It should not immediately be assumed that because she is perceptively straight-laced, 
that Myumi is incapable of learning more of herself through art in the future. Perhaps her artistic 
voyeurism will present itself upon further practice and interest.  
 
 
Dominant Themes for Myumi 
Coding of her verbal utterances were categorized in the following themes: autonomy, 
self-awarenes, and contemplative. Here we will begin grouping a thematic image of Myumi’s 
verbal themes as a compliment to her behavioral analysis. The aforementioned cues point to a 
composed demeanor. While not overt expressions of a sense of self that correlate to art, these 
utterances nonetheless deomonstrate a noted sense of self in Myumi.  
Autonomy and art play work well together. Most artworks are self-created. That 
autonomy happens to be part of Metcalfe’s behavioral checklist helps further outline the 
compatibility of art and drawing out the sense of self. The theme of autonomy was prevalent in 
much of Myumi’s results. Take, for instance, her comment during a photography session. She 
says “I want all nice pictures. I get Bubbles picture” (she says before taking a picture of the class 
pet fish in a fishbowl). She sounds off this exclamation before directly doing what she has 
described with no aiding from either her teacher or her peers. She does not need instruction on 
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whom to photograph. She’s chosen her subject, discovers him, and snaps the shot. This unaided 
action takes place followed by an autonomous statement. Myumi was self-possessed throughout 
this study—knowing her desires and following through on them respectively.  
Another theme present for Myumi during this research was a contemplative demeanor. 
Her contemplative resolve is communicated through such phrases as” “It’s good because I use all 
the colors. I use crayons and markers. Everything. And I have big eyes (laughs). And I do almost 
no mistakes. It’s perfect. I finished it. And it’s good because…because I did all this really fast. I 
finished first. And because I use a lotta colors for my hair.” These are responses to being asked 
why her art is “good.”   This offer a window into Myumi’s reasoning skills. Here, the reader can 
track what she’s thinking as she says it. The lines flow like a stream of consciousness. She has 
taken care in her pursuit of good art to produce things in a certain way—by way of color or 
seeming to present a perfect composition.  Myumi is attentive to her work. Her analysis of her 
work is enveloped in the technique of her efforts—that is, whether her eyes have been 
successfully portrayed in a drawing, or the shade of her hair. To her mind, the success of the 
drawing is embedded in the details and made whole by the variety of colors and deft of hand. 
These characteristics demonstrate a contemplative pupil. Myumi regards her work against some 
inner value system and her answers display that.  
Again, this contemplative review of her work is shown in her statement “I did a good job. 
I want to show this to my Daddy. He put it on the ‘fridge. And give me a hug and say “I’m proud 
of you.” This dialogue suggests forethought—an alignment of events. She has appraised her 
work and gone through the succeeding steps in her mind. She’s contemplating on the positive 
reaction of her results from her father’s vantage. Already, she is thinking that he too will be able 
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to judge her work as good and will be pleased by it—suggesting a confidence in her abilities as a 
capable artist.  
Myumi’s last potent theme is “self-awareness.” The temptation may exist in the reader’s 
mind to categorize self-awareness as a synonym for sense of self—to continue on that tangent 
would be invalid. To have a sense of identity is not connected to engaging with the world around 
you. To have a self-awareness is to know that you are an individual in a space where others 
are—who themselves may be affected by your existence.  
When Myumi says “I like to paint. We paint today?” the first part of her statement is 
embedded with a presence of thought that she is a person carrying within her own particular likes 
and interests. The tail of that comment involves more than one party. She includes her self in a 
group of others. The designation as “self-awareness” lies in the grouping of the two sentences. 
She likes an activity, and she wants to know if she and her other classmates will be doing said 
activity together. Therefore, Myumi is self-aware.  
The pattern persists throughout the study. For example, in the statement “I draw a picture. 
This is me. On a big paper,” Myumi is giving several clues that she is self-aware. Take the 
starting sentence—her recognition of herself and the following recognition of what she is about 
to do (draw a picture). In that line we see she acknowledges that she is a person who is now 
going to complete an action. The next line, “this is me,” establishes that the content of her work 
is indeed herself, reveals another layer of understanding.  
Here, she’s pointed out to the observer that what she has created is an artistic expression 
of what she views herself to be, and thus the world must recognize, as Myumi. The final part of 
that dialogue references the size of the paper in relation to herself. The paper is almost two-feet 
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tall—nearly Myumi’s height. She has drawn a correlative in succession to three angles of 
herself—one as an artist, two as the subject of an art work, and three as a being in a space where 
other objects may be related to her. These fields of vision all have to do with one’s sense of 
awareness and is a crucial point to understanding the sense of self.  
Coreen  
Coreen is of Haitian and Honduran decent. Her family is of middle-class economic status. 
Coreen is cognitively average and does as well as her peers in most tasks. In comparison to her 
peers, she is socially behind.  Her emotional maturity is on par with those in her age group. Her 
language skills are equal to those of her schoolmates. Both hand-eye coordination and motor 
skills marginally exceed those of her classroom counterparts.  
Coreen’s artistic interests have been notably inconsistent. Sometimes she shows flashes 
of extreme concentration, and at other times she’s quick to end the project and move on. Her 
moods have been temperamental throughout, but with succeeding art projects has shown drastic 
improvement. Coreen grows frustrated when making mistakes and is sometimes inconsolable 
because of it. For the whole of the study Coreen displayed wavering modes of engagement which 
improved over a series of days.  
Coreen’s Description of Self Photography  
The following passage details what occurred during Coreen’s photography sessions and 
pertains to the research question on the same subject.  
1. How did Coreen describe her sense of self through the comments she made about herself 
in her own photograph images? 
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For this activity, Coreen showed consistent portrayal of “sense of self,” “present,” and “self-
awareness” codes. It should be noted that the beginning of this exercise was met with uncertainty 
as when instructed on what to do, Coreen hesitated and appeared incapable of following through. 
This momentary indecisiveness lapsed into courage as she soon began taking the reigns of her 
task and began shooting. Of her first shot, Coreen exclaims, “I took picture of my hand and my 
face and one of those pictures,” referring to the artwork in the pile. This participatory gesture is 
an example of her being “present” for the activity. Despite the initial despondency earlier, she 
has remained committed to the project. The subject of her photography is herself—in this 
instance, she’s captured her hand up to the wrist. She’s explained as much in her reply. This 
illustrates a code of “sense of self” as wrapped in it is the knowledge that she is both a 
photographer and a subject of photography.  
In answering whether she thinks she’s done a good job, Coreen replies “No. I can’t find a 
good picture. I wanna picture like all of them got,” gesturing to her classmates.  This excerpt was 
taken from a time before she got into the rhythm of taking photographs. Here we can see her 
frustration with inadequately capturing what she’s intended in her mind to capture. Her inability 
to frame an image she’s noted is connected to her own abilities—the knowledge learned from 
this experience is that she herself is poor at capturing photographs and not that the resulting poor 
shots are of any fault to the camera itself. She is “self-aware.” This proves a correct assessment 
of Coreen’s status in the proceeding sentence “like all of them got.”  She has recognized that she 
is one individual surrounded by other individuals attempting the same task. Additionally, she’s 
aware that what she’s produced is of a poorer value aesthetically than that of her peers.  
In all, Coreen’s verbal responses to photography were in alignment with a sense of self as 
predicated on the codes as outlined in this study. Whether in successful adherence to the activity, 
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or by orally reprimanding herself and her artwork, Coreen was consistently self-aware. More 
often than not, these bouts of awareness turned up as positive evidence of a sense of self. Take 
for instance the image in Figure 12. Coreen is shown here taking a picture of her classmates. On 
the subject, she volunteers, “These girls make me laugh. I am taking a picture of them during 
story time.” This small snippet showcases Coreen’s observance of herself, her classmates, her 
impressions of them, and her recollection of the task at hand. Such examples of an acute self-
awareness help bolster the suggestion that art favors positively on the mind of children in areas 





FIGURE 12. Coreen Takes Picture of Classmates 
 
2. What did Coreen say about herself and others as portrayed in her own drawings?   
Drawing, a far more user-guided artform than photography, provides a clearer depiction of 
children capturing themselves in art. The drawn image is a projected idea of one’s self. In 
Coreen’s drawings, and in her description of them, we get the impression of a child who is “self-
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aware.” There are also examples of “emotionality” in her responses. In this section, we now 
explore what Coreen say about herself and others in drawings by her own hand.  
When asked how her drawing made her feel, Coreen said, “Um, Sad. Because I want to do it 
over. I no do it right. Can I do it over again? My eyes and my nose look wrong.” This is an 
indication of “emotionality” connected to artwork. Coreen expresses frustration about her final 
drawings. Coreen is commenting on her own personal experience after having tried to create an 
ideal image, and then subsequently failing to do so. Her emotions are tied to the result and not to 
any possible mood evoked from the content of the drawing. 
 The distinction equivocates a disappointment with one’s self. In her mind, there is a proper 
way to illustrate herself in a drawing and her drawing falls short of that. She has even identified 
which parts of the drawing need improving. The importance of this is in relation to herself. She 
is aware of herself and how she appears—whether in a mirror or in a photograph—and her drawn 
attempt fails to meet the mark. Emotionality is one part of the sense of self discoverable in 
children (Metcalfe 1997), Coreen’s expressions align with that notion.  
On whether she likes to draw, Coreen responds “It’s okay. I like to draw. But this one, no 
good. I mess up.” We see again that Coreen is “self-aware,” her division of the act “it’s okay,” 
from herself, “I like to draw” establishes parameters around two ideas. The act of drawing is an 
entity outside of her and that she likes to participate in it. She pushes her self-awareness further 
in the last two comments. Saying that the drawing “no good,” and that she “mess[ed it] up.” 
Again, she is aware that there is an ideal drawing to be achieved. And she has not detached the 
emotion from the subject. She wants to repair it. She confesses as much in the succeeding 
statement after being asked what she likes about drawing.  She responds, slightly less annoyed, 
and exhales. She glances at her fellow artists, notices that they are not crying, and reverts back to 
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drawing. She states, “I like drawing but this not good. See? I need help. I need someone to fix 
the nose for me.” We see that Coreen’s disappointment with her output continues. She challenges 
her ability and asked if someone could “fix it” for her. No longer does she have confidence that 
she might be able to improve upon her own work. Perhaps she does no trust herself after her 
repeated failed attempts. But the conclusion is clear, Coreen displays clears signs of “self-
awareness” and emotionality in connection with creating a piece of art.  On the painting in 




FIGURE 13. Coreen’s Painting  
 
This image shows Coreen’s growing frustration with her self-portrait, as she has painted over 
her initial pink and green drawing with wild and broad purple strokes. As she continued to paint 
over her previous work, her strokes became more purposeful, as she calmed down. She began the 
semblance of a pattern, totally embracing this new take on her piece. This example of “anti-
structure” concluded her painting sessions.  
3. How did Coreen evaluate her artwork? 
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As is evidenced in the former section, Coreen presented an unhappy disposition in regard to 
her artwork. Her sentiments have generally been connected with displeasure for her skill rather 
than conveying any tangible emotion for the content of what’s being created. For instance, after 
being asked what she has made, Coreen replies “This stupid picture. This was me, but I don’t do 
it right.” Her statement, one that is self-aware and holding a sense of self, is manifold telling of 
her connection with her artwork.  
She categorizes the photograph as “stupid.” This seems to suggest that the failing portrait is 
bad or incompetent—perhaps a reflection on her stance against herself (does she feel that she is 
stupid?). She explains that the intended target for the picture was herself, but through no success 
of her own, was uncapable of doing so. These thoughts point to a sense of self enveloped in self-
awareness as defined by the codes of this study.  
When asked what she likes about her drawings, Coreen replies, “I only like the colors. See?” 
and pointed to various sections of the drawing, “I make my head like a circle and my body a 
square. And my hands, my hands I do like this and make gloves.” When speaking of her 
successes, Coreen expresses joy—there is a lightness in her voice and a readiness to brag on her 
accomplishments. Of these remarks, we categorize as “present,” “contemplative,” and “self-
aware.”  
We see that Coreen is able to discern for herself her favorite colors and gushes on her 
implementation of them in her artwork. She praises her design choices, commenting on the shape 
of her body parts as drawn by her in her artwork. This behavior seems to suggest an affinity for 
aesthetically pleasing work. Coreen admires work when it is visually palatable. Such evidence 
draws us closer to an understanding of children’s perceptions of themselves as displayed in their 
own artwork. Let’s now refer to Coreen’s behavioral chart in figure 14.  
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FIGURE 14. Coreen’s Behavioral Chart  
 
Coreen Positive  Neutral   Negative  
Accepts consequences of own 
behavior  
 
   
Interacts positively with others 
 
   
Is helpful  
 




              
Is not easily distracted     
Works independently     
Is self-motivated   
            
Assertive  
            
  
Takes pride in achievements             
         
            
Completes tasks     
Copes with Changes   
           
Shows sensitivity to others          
Takes risks                          
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As you can see in Figure 14, Coreen displayed a majority of positive (yellow) responses. 
However, the negative behaviors (blue) are a large portion of all behaviors recorded. These areas 
where Coreen struggled align with the coded verbal responses in that they both relate to 
“emotionality.” Her neutral responses, as recorded in figure 15, point towards a higher volume of 














This disproportionate number of negative responses, however, still fails to measure up against a 
majority of positive responses to the study. In the following section we investigate the specific 
themes that emerged for Coreen.  
Dominant Themes for Coreen  
Coreen’s utterances throughout this study coalesced into a few major thematic groups. 
Those themes are “emotionality”, “self-aware”, and “sense of self.” The first presented in many 
forms. Throughout, Coreen was challenged by the task set before her. This would often play out 
in her body language and utterances. In example, the following statement: “This picture is for 
you Mr. Gilbert. Purple is for sad when I leave.” In this comment we see that Coreen is self-
aware. She has indicated that her artwork is dedicated to her teacher.  
This observation is key to self-awareness as she is able to discern someone as an entity 
existing outside of herself. Secondly, the ending part of her comment reveals her thinking 
process when creating the art piece. She’s explained that the color used in the art represents a 
feeling and that the feeling is connected to her. She has in essence relayed her emotion to a 
color—purple. This form of “artistic expression” leans more towards “emotionality” in that it 
conveys artistic intention in relation to an emotion. This portrait of herself utilizes purple, an 
emotion she relates to herself. Together, these ideas suggest that Coreen is attuned with the 
metaphorical expressions of art and realizes that she is in control of assigning to such 
expressions her own artistic style.  
In the following statement, we draw closer to recognizing how Coreen compartmentalizes 
emotion and assigns it to figures in her art. On her drawing, she comments “This picture makes 
me happy. It’s me, mommy, daddy, with my cousin birthday party.”  Coreen has channeled a 
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“sense of self” in her description. Her placing of herself in the drawing and adding additional 
characters to the portraits illustrates an acknowledgement that she is an avatar that can be 
transferred into an image. Also, she has chosen to add those familiar and close to her into her 
artwork. This is likely why she states that portrait makes her “happy.” This emotionality is joined 
with her shown “sense of self.” From this information we can surmise that Coreen has 
appreciated her efforts in this artwork as it is aesthetically pleasing to her.  
Lastly, Coreen emotes a sense of self and self-awareness often together. This is seen 
throughout the study. One such example sees Coreen referring to herself in relation to someone 
standing directly beside her. She states, “This is me, Brandon Gilbert. A big, tall, black woman 
like mommy.” Here, we see that Coreen has established that she is the subject of her drawing, so 
much so that she can point out which figure is her in the picture. She has also designated the 
other figure as her teacher, whom she is standing beside. This registers as self-aware in that she 
is able to distinguish that she and her teacher are present in the classroom (as she points from 
drawing to subject) and that the persons in the drawing correspond to real life figures. 
 She also regards herself as a “big, tall black woman.” Some would note this is as artistic 
expression as the child is by no means tall or a woman and seems to be posturing an imaginative 
nature to her artwork. However, considering the tone of her delivery and the meaning placed 
behind each word, it is possible that in some fashion Coreen regards all females as women and 
see herself as tall as she is taller than most of her classmates. For these reasons I have designated 
this reply as “sense of self” and “imagination” as they blur the lines between a known sense of 







This dissertation delved into the state of art education in early childhood education, as 
well as its critics, supporters and experts. The author has argued for the necessity of art in early 
childhood education. The literature reviewed in this study illustrates a noticeable continuum 
between children’s understanding of the usefulness of art and how human emotions can be 
represented in their art works. However, the overall scope of the depth of children’s 
understanding of emotions conveyed in art stands to be further reviewed.  
In the literature review, the author began a discussion on art’s uphill conflict with 
educational superpowers who limit children’s exposure to art. Instances where art has been 
shown to be less regarded than many other common core subjects, are the cases in which budget 
constraints and the public’s lack of knowledge on the necessity of art in early childhood 
development, have threatened art education. Though this trend is dangerous and disappointing, 
the literature review also pointed to a few successes, most notably the introduction of S.T.E.A.M, 
that prove that art’s reemergence as an honorable and respected subject is not yet lost.  
 A general finding of this case study rsearch is a somewhat innocent selfishness on the 
part of the child, that indicates a fondness and familiarity with their own emotions. However, this 
study did not illustrate the level in which children can interact with and understand the emotions 
of themselves and of others through engaging in art, and therefore responding to their own and 
the emotions of others.  
An indirect finding of this study is the value of process art, and using textured painting 
and photography.  Although more research is still outstanding on what advantages for social 
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emotional development are nascent in textured painting and instamatic photography (Kerosuo 
2007), this study showed how process art could be used to engage children in self-and emotional- 
expression.     
     This dissertation is a short summation of the brevity of art in the public sphere and an 
examination of its overlap within institutional early childhood education structures. While the 
most potent matters regarding children’s developing a sense of self have been effectively 
explained, further research is required. Although there is a willingness by art professionals to 
explore what may be introduced as art to early learning, these efforts seem to go on without 
support from a significant portion of the educational community. This study, therefore, presents 
some evidence that art could be a strong medium in early childhood education to promote 
children’s social emotional development and understanding of self and others in their 
environment.   
 Additionally, the results of this study indicate that typically developing children who 
grow up in urban environments may in fact respond well to art media as a way of discovering a 
sense of self. Additionally, it provides support that such children are capable of projecting their 
emotions, ideologies, and symbols into their own art creations. The results also suggest further 
understanding that children are very aware that ideas and emotions and persons can be drawn, 
and/ or captured in a photograph.  
The children in this study were also able to assess their own work for its aesthetic value, 
as well as review their own work. Coreen, Myumi, and Michelle, all, qualified their appreciation 
or dissatisfaction with their final products. They we able to discern for themselves whether they 
had accomplished the goals they initially set out to achieve. By doing this, these children 
possibly gained valuable skills to use and improve upon toward critiquing their own future 
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works. It is possible that these children may have learned some skills, which may transfer into a 
future understanding of art and its utility, as a way to convey their complex emotions and 
meaning making to those who view their art.  
Lastly, the children in this study were able to depict and identify themselves, their 
families and classmates in their own art. This underlines the possibility that art has the power to 
inspire or draw out a sense of self and others in children. Children in this study were also able to 
assign an identity to their work which was connected to themselves. This is significant in that it 
means that they were able to draw clear distinctions between themselves and others and then 
carry over that knowledge into their own art forms—and therefore, they created an art with a 
knowledge of self and others. Insomuch as children are able to separate their own identity, by 
their acknowledgment of others and each person’s individuality, they are then able to understand 
that these figures existing outside of themselves must too have their own emotions—and all of 
this, they know, can be communicated into art. And what’s more, they know they have the 
artistic skills to replicate them.  
 
Limitations and Delimitations 
Delimitations: 
The purpose of this case study was to examine how the use of art medias effect children’s 
sense of self in a population of urban children under an art-based community environment.  As 
such, the researcher chose to conduct a qualtitative study. This design ensures that the data 
collected would be dynamic, in that experiences are subject to change based on the backgrounds, 
experiences, and opinions of all participatnts in the study.  
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             In this study an urban school in the Bronx, NY was chosen, because the inner city has 
regularly been documented as having national nonnormative disparities in culture, economic 
brackets, and segregation from other parts of the society. This environment is ideal in that it 
places emphasis on communities that are largely ignored by the larger society. Prior to the 
beginning of the study, the author consulted expert opinion on whether certain art media or 
activities were accepted into the art community as valid forms of art. Accordingly, the art media 
given to children were minimally restricted, and participants were free to use any format that the 
consulted experts saw as appropriate art forms.  
In this research, race and class was not as a primary concern. All three children in this 
case study came from middle to upper-middle class families, because it was more likely that 
children within such homes were more likely to have some conceptualizations of art. Likewise, 
their degree of exposure to art was likely to be higher than that in disenfranchised 
neighborhoods. Therefore, this study will strictly acknowledge the impact of art on children from 
middle to upper income environments.  
Limitations: 
Although the nature of art and the questions of this research necessitated a qualitative 
research design, there are several well-recognized limitations related to studies with a qualitative 
design, and more specifically related to any case study that should be acknowledged here. First, 
the three participants of this study were not randomly selected. Selection was strictly based on 
the author’s prior knowledge of these children and their affinity with art.  
Second, any findings that rely on analysis of data from only three participants is not 
dependable, nor generalizable (transferable) to any larger population.  By only engaging with 
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three students, this study is incapable of drawing any substantive conclusions about all children 
living in inner city environments. Further, all participanting children were female, which could 
add another layer of bias to the representation of the sample.   
Third, this study is limited by the type of school (i.e, a private school) in which the 
activities took place. As such, results may drastically differ depending on the quality of 
education that children receive in a public setting versus a private one. Additionally, the location 
of the school was a unique limitation, as its student body featured children of various cultural 
and racial backgrounds. This additional complexity must be considered for possible duplication 
in future studies.  
Last, the author’s bias cannot be dismissed or be considered minimal. The author’s 
proximity to the subject of art has been indicated at the outset. While the researcher did not 
indulge in any dialogue with participants, that involved the researcher’s own experiences, some 
residual interference could have happened. On the other hand, the author’s previous economic 
background and experiences aligned well with those of the children who participated in this 
study. As such although the researcher was careful to prevent prejudice in data collection, the 
possibility that some peripheral unconscious overlap of philosophies may have occurred should 
be notated.  
Implications for Practice: 
              The results found in this study have implications that will help further support the field 
of early childhood education and the use of arts for children. First, the positive outcomes of this 
study suggest the utility of the arts as a necessary curricular component in a child’s early 
education. As this study shows art is useful in nurturing a child’s sense of self. Therefore, the arts 
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hold some educational and lasting value in children’s development. Thus, this study provides 
support for the argument that art is an integral part of a child’s early learning. The continued 
integration of art into the classroom by those caring and invested enough to honor its promises, 
will naturally lead to a resurgence of teachers implementing art into different facets of their 
teaching—thereby supporting and founding new developments in the arena of art and early 
childhood education.  
        It is hoped that this study will contribute to new methods of inquiry into the parameters of 
children’s knowledge of self through art. For example, currently, photography is not commonly 
used as a form of art medium in education. Perhaps this study could encourage use of 
photography in early childhood classrooms. Using photography may only be the beginning for 
understanding how children interpret the function and use of a camera. This work may lead to 
continued studies on how technology can play into art. Perhaps new research will delve into the 
usefulness of social media and digital artistry to convey emotion or to discover a sense of self.  
           Another major component of this research was measuring how children entertain and 
develop their inner sense of self. While children in this study all responded positively towards 
the artistic stimuli provided, it is possible that some content and subject matter may have adverse 
effects on the children. Perhaps future studies can explore the possible adverse effects of art 
forms on children.  
              In short, the implications for this study are vast and diverse. In the end, it will be up to 
teachers and researchers alike to get creative with their approaches. There is much to learn in the 
sphere of art as it concerns young minds. The light is not out yet. It is hoped that that this study 
fuels an ongoing conversation on the complexity of the young mind and its potential to embrace 
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Appendix A  
Interview Questions:  
1.) What kind of art do you like to do? 
2.) What makes this picture important to you? 
3.)  What do you think about when you look at this piece? 
4.) How will anyone know this is yours? 
5.) How did you come up with this idea? 
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